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Morning, afternoon, and evening no longer existed, at least asfar as Kel was concerned, despite just
waking up from along meditation. He awoke as dways. floating in the darkness of space, among
gpaceships, ahuge junkyard of them in orbit around one of the yellow-white stars of abinary system.
Beyond lay nothing but empty space, and the distant stars of the galaxy, pinpoints of light sprinkled all
around like—like-

Kd's Memory took a moment to |locate the desired metaphor. Ah, yes. Like dots of confectioner's
sugar . Such an ancient image. Humanity's ability to leach the necessary energy for life out of the quantum
foam of the vacuum had rendered such things as sugar irrdlevant, but perhaps Kel would recreate some,
just for the experience. After al, Kel had retrested to thisisolated system countless millennia ago, solely
for the purpose of glorying in the ancient.

Another consciousness impinged upon hisown, gartling Ke into intense curiosity. He accessed his
Memory again in order to calculate how long it had been, and with a shock discovered that no one had
ever visted him in thelong time he had been here. Hislast redl interaction with others, as opposed to
interactions drawn and replayed from his Memory, had been before he had chosen to isolate himsdlf from
the rest of Humanity.

Thethought, Fancy that, came unbidden to Kd's mind. Surprise came next, surprise at the ideaithat
another member of hisrace would actually be gpproaching. By longstanding agreement, the individua
members of Humanity, aswell as the group members, had agreed to give each other dl the room desired,
in both the Universe and in personal space. Nothing he could derive from hisMemory led Kd to believe
that this could be otherwise,

Unless, of course, things had changed, and his Memory was unable to project such achange, leaving it to
Kd.

Could the other consciousness be coming to—dare K&l hope—engage him in confrontation?

The consciousness was approaching the edge of what Kel considered to be his space, avolume
congsting of asphere about alight-year in radius. He could not alow it to get any closer without
challenge, or he would be admitting that he did not consider his space—and what it contained—to be his
own.

Do you have a name? Kd projected, and the visitor stopped dead in space.
Yes, replied the other. Ria. | have come to discuss—

Not now, Kdl interrupted. | would rather do thisin person.

Echoes of confusion reverberated from the visitor. In person?

Yes.

Now Kel felt shock from the visitor, who replied, | don't understand.

K felt exasperated; if he had been in amateria body, he would have sighed.



You have come this far to converse with me. Therefore, whatever you may wish to discussis of
mor e importance to you than it isto me. If you wish to come further, it will be on my terms.

But—

If you will not agree to my terms, then | must conclude that you wish to come no further; and our
conversation is at an end.

For along, unmeasured time, there was silence from the visitor, and had the consciousness not been so
obvioudy hovering at the edge of Kel's space, he would have assumed that it had gone away rather than
into meditation. Findly, the visitor projected assent to Kel's terms, but with aquestion.

| have not done thisin eons. What sort of material body would you prefer | adopt?
Thiswould be a good test. Please your self.
In that case, replied the visitor, | shall appear as| once was.

Kéd's egtimation of the approaching visitor went up adight amount. Someone who remembered their
origind materid form. . . thiswas someone Ke could understand.

| shall do the same, hereplied.

The process of manipulating energy into matter, in order to recregte hisown origina shdl for his
consciousness, was asmple one. First, Ke accessed his Memory for his schematics, filed as genotype
and phenotype. Then he pulled matter out of the vacuum energy and formed the vessel. Hefelt apang as
he studied the body, but he could not identify why.

One find thing was needed before the process would be complete. Kel created a bubble of oxygen and
nitrogen gas, S0 asto keep the breathing reflex from causing the materia vesse to die before hewas
finished usng it. Having done o, he doveinsde.

He blinked his eyes, cracked hisjaw, and waved hisarms around. He licked his teeth, which tasted
metdlic, and strained his ears, hearing nothing. Suddenly his body began shivering. The surrounding gases
felt—what was it?—cold, that was the sensation—so he sped up their molecular vibrations until the body
stopped shivering and floated in comfort.

How odd, to perceive the Universein such alimited way! So few waveengths of light, so few
frequencies of sound . . . amomentary panic gripped him, afear that he would be unable to leave the
vessel behind, and would be trapped within it forever. Hefdt asif hewasfaling, faster and faster, his
heart beating more, his respiration rate increasing—and then he remembered his meditations, and the
panic subsided, as suddenly asit had come.

He closed his eyes and waited.

After atime, the visitor's presence impinged upon Kd's consciousness. He opened his eyes and scanned
the volume of space around him.

Finaly he spotted afigure, no larger than apoint of light, flying towards him dowly but dexteroudy. As
the vigitor got closer, Kel discovered that the visitor's body differed from hisin afew magor aspects. By
an interesting coincidence, they represented the two polar opposites that Humanity'sindividuas once
tended towards.



Kd wasmde; the vistor wasfemade.

Hefdt anirrationa desireto abandon hisbody, or cover it up, and he accessed hisMemory to
understand why. When he came across the notion that nudity had been consdered a private thing in
many cultures, he understood. His own culture must have been one of those. Fortunately, with
understanding came dismissd of his concerns. He dispensed with his desire to cover himsdlf, and instead
enjoyed the sight of another person flying in astraight path towards him.

She camein on acourse that took her below hisfeet, and circled once around, studying Kedl. Kel
returned her gaze. Her vessd, if it truly was her origina body, was an aesthetically pleasing oneto Kdl.
Shewore her lightly colored hair long and flowing, and abluish tint was evident in her eyes.

Twice more she circled around, and then findly, she swooped in from below, settling hersdf so that their
faceswere level. They stared into each other's eyes for amoment, and then Kel spoke.

"Y our name?" he asked. It felt unredl, the squeezing of air from hislungsthrough histhroat in order to
Ccreate sounds.

"As| told you before, | am caled Ria" "'l was merely repeating the traditiond greeting ritud. Asfor me, |
anKed.""Yes, | know," shesad, smiling.

Riafdl slent for along time, which Kel found surprisingly unbearable. For someoneto comedl thisway
and not talk fdt disturbing. Findly, he asked, "Why are you here?’

Riaheld her head till, but her eyeslooked al around. "Why do you suppose| am here?'
"l do not wish to play games."
She looked back at Kdl. "What else do you have to do with your eternity?"

"Answer the question,” Kd said, and then his Memory suggested he add aword he had forgotten to his
request. "Please.”

Ria nodded, with asolemn look on her face. "I did not believeitto beso. But it is."
"What is?'

"All this"" Riaswept her arm around in acomplete circle, then another and another, until her fingers had
traced out awhole sphere. "Y ou really have spaceships here.”

"Yes." Kd pondered amoment, looking around in dl directions. His collection was indeed magnificent.
Countless slver and gold spaceships reflected light from the two stars, shining in dl their glory. It had
been along time since he thought about how this collection would look to another.

"Isthat what brings you here?' he asked Ria.
She nodded. "That iswhat brings me here. An interest in your spaceships.”

Kd studied her more closely, with hismind instead of his eyes. She seemed to have only one voice
among her thoughts, but just in case—" Areyou an individud, or agroup?'

"l am but one," she said, looking off into the distance above his shoulder.

Kél turned around to follow her gaze; she was staring at one of the larger vessdls, a giant spoked whed,
thefirgt of the second wave of generation ships. He looked back at her face, and athough he had not



read onein along time, he thought he could understand what it was saying.
She adored his collection.

Ke cameto adecision, and for thefirgt time, made an offer to afellow Human being which he had never
thought he would. "Would you like to see them?"

Riasmiled. "That iswhy | have come."

Ke had not really sudied his collection in sometime, and he could no longer enjoy it with fresh eyes, so
he felt strongly tempted to invade Rias consciousness and experience from her perspective directly. But
she had not extended such an invitation, and etiquette would not alow him to initiate the request. Insteed,
he satisfied himsalf with experiencing it vicarioudy, by watching her reactions and attempting to mimic the
fedingswithin.

They started with the shuttles.

"These are short-range craft,” Kel said, "designed only to stay within one planetary system. Notice how
most of them are rounded on top, but flat on the bottom, so they can function easily in both vacuum and
amosphere”

Maintaining aphysica existence had itslimits, as Kd and Riahad to fly in al different directionsto
examine shuttle after shuttle. But it had its advantages as well; Kd noticed that being in abody alowed
him a greater appreciation of the difference in scae between a ship and a Human.

"What arethose?' Riaasked, pointing in adirection opposite the two stars of the binary system.

"Ah," Kd sad, and they flew towards the shipsindicated. "Those are the ships designed for travel within
asolar system. Over here | have placed the smaller exploratory vessels, and over there arethe
colonization ships.”

Riaglanced briefly at the smdler vessds, then flew over to the coloni zation ships. Most were of the same
design—huge cubes with access hatches ranging from ameter wide to the Size of the shuittles scattered
around its surface.

"Could theseland?' Riaasked.

"No, of coursenot,” Kel replied. "These ships were designed to trangport an entire colony from one
planet to another. They would be constructed in orbit around one planet, loaded from the ground, and
then unloaded once in orbit around the second planet. Then they'd be piloted back for more colonists
and supplies”

"It seems too time-consuming, so wasteful.”

Ke smiled. "If you can, remember what life waslike back then."

"What do those markings mean?" she asked, pointing.

"They are the ship's names. Access your Memory and you can read them.”

She nodded, and after amoment she began reading aloud, moving her head from side to side to make
out the markings. " Pioneer—V oyager—A pollo—Chal lenger—Di scovery—"



Kd interrupted her recitd. "The names have afascinating history in their own right. Many were used over
and over again.”

"But that would defeat the uniqueness of the ships," Ria protested.

Ke had nothing to say to that. Instead, he flew away from Riain adirection he arbitrarily considered
upwards, as it was away from the geometric center of his collection. He sped past the long-range ships,
the ones outfitted with hyperdrives, and jump drives, and wormhole generators, and space warpers, and
al the myriad engines Humanity had devised merdly to get their mest to the stars.

He looked back once, verifying that Riawas following him. Hefelt no wind as he flew; his bubble of
gasesflew with him.

He cameto astop near ahuge meta engine, glistening with an oil sheen and covered with indentations
and pockmarks.

"That one," he said, "makes me dizzy when | think of it."

Riagudiedit. "It'stoo small to beaship.”

Kd nodded. "It's not. It's abubble engine. It was used to carry whole cities into space.”
Riaseyeswidened. "Isit—"

"Y es. The precursor to our manipulation abilities. The engine that rendered dl this, and itself, obsolete.”
He paused. "We canturnit on, if you like. Itisstill functiond.”

"l see no need to do that," she said, once morelooking al around. "After dl, thereis nothing it can do
that we cannot.”

Kd fet disappointed that Ria did not want to see the bubble enginein action, but the disappointment
faded when she said, "May | ask you about certain other ships?'

"Certainly," hereplied.

"Tell me about that one," she said, teleporting the two of them next to around, saucer-shaped craft, with
circular portholes evenly spaced around the rim. Undergoing physical teleportation disoriented Kd for a
moment, but he quickly recovered and examined the ship. Then helaughed. "That onewas ajoke."

"A—joke?" It appeared to take Riaamoment to grasp the concept. "A spaceship was ajoke?"

"Yes. It ismeant to mimic the shipsthat diens supposedly visited Earth in, before the days of spaceflight.
Theterm wasflying saucer.”

Rianodded, then asked, "What isthat one?' She pointed at a craft at the edge of their sight. Kl craned
his neck to examineit: along cylinder, which tapered at one end, and at the other end had four fins evenly
spaced around the edge.

Helaughed. "That'saclassc design, but it never flew. It'snot redly astrodynamic.”
"Then why do you haveit?'

"l keep it here asareminder." He paused, not sure if he wanted to ask the next question. "Now, tell me
why these were of interest.”



"l see them prominently in your mind. They have some significance to you.”

They are my favorites, Kel thought to himsdlf. The violation of his persond thoughts upset him. He
wondered why Ria had bothered.

"Tel me" Kd asked, "what isthe Universelikein thistime?' Perhaps Humanity now consdered her
behavior acceptable.

Riadsface displayed puzzlement. "The Universeisisotropic and homogeneous,” she said. "It islikeit has
awaysbeen.”

Kd sghed, an affectation of beinginabody. "I meant Humanity. What is Humanity likein thistime?"
"Y ou do not know?"

"| turned my back on the race avery long time ago. Y ou arethefirst one I have communicated with since
thet time."

"Oh." She paused. "Humanity isasit has aways been, | presume, ever since we became what we are."
"Thereis dill respect?’
Agan shepaused. "Yes"

Then why did you violate my individuality? Kel thought, but chose not to ask that particular question
out loud. Instead, he asked, "Respect for dl things?'

Rialooked avay momentarily, then faced him again, smiling. " The spaceships are beautiful. | would like
to—what is the concept?—acquire them from you?"'

Ke was taken aback by the non sequitur, both for the change in subject and for its forwardness.
"Acquire?" he asked. "What do you mean by that?' He knew the word, but did not understand what she
wanted.

Riaclosed her eyes, presumably accessing her Memory. "Purchase. Buy." These words were unfamiliar,
and they echoed in Kel's mind. He accessed his Memory for meaning. It reminded him of concepts such
asmoney and capitalism, and atime when Humanity engaged in things called trade and commerce.

"Buy?' hefindly asked. "Y ou make no sense. Why? What isthereto trade?!
She seemed to ignore his question. "These are unique. Truly so."
"Y ou can congtruct your own."

She shook her head. "It would not be the same. Would you accept my constructs, eveniif | engineered
them to be exact down to their strings?"

Kée nodded. "I understand your point.
But | do not understand your desire.” "Isit not the same as yours? To—to own these ships?'

"That was never my desire. If you wish to own them, you may share them with me." He pondered for a
moment. "Besides, what can one person possibly offer another? What could you offer methat | could not
creste mysdf?'



"| can offer you fame," shereplied. Kel swallowed hard; this was the last thing he was expecting to hear.
"Fame?' A long time ago, Kel had craved it, but he had fmally learned to rgject it. After al, with literally
trillions of consciousnessesin the universe, no one could ever cometo fame.

"You arethe Kel of whom | have heard, are you not?"

"Y ou have heard of me before? And yet you offer fame? | am surprised that anyone would have
mentioned me. What have you heard?"

Riagtared into hiseyes. "Y ou are not mentioned frequently, but there isareferencein one of the group
Memories. A legend. It saysthat you disappeared long ago, to tend to spaceships.”

"Y ou should not trust everything you access from agroup Memory."
"I knew you would say that. The legend aso says you reected all Bondings offered to you."

Kd did not need to access his Memory to recal that. "Perhaps some things can be trusted. But you are
il not answering my question. Why do you want my spaceships?”

"Because | vauethem asyou do."
Kd shook hishead. "Y ou cannot lieto me, evenin thisform."
She sghed. "I wish to destroy them.” "What?'

"Kel, these are the last remnants of what we once were. They are old, outmoded, useless. Their matter
would be better served if transformed into energy. It istimeto put them to an end.”

He stared at her for what seemed like an hour. "You are afool,” hefindly said.

She shook her head and waved her ams all around. " The Universe has moved beyond you, Kdl.
Humanity has moved beyond you. Spaceshi ps are unnecessary, irrdlevant. Why do you persist in this
irraiondity?'

"Y ou are not who | thought you were."

"No, I'm not," she agreed. "But you are everything | expected.”

"Y ou may not have my collection. Now go," he said, pointing off into space.

"Pleaselet meexplain.”

Theword "please” reached him. "1 will hear your explanation.”

She bit her lip and nodded. "I lied before, when | said | was an individual." "What do you mean?"
"Once, | was part of agroup. | am no longer."

Kd shuddered in horror; strange, he thought, how the body remembersits reactions. Kel had rgected
the sacrifice of hisindividuality to agroup, and here before him floated someone who had apparently
embraced it eagerly. "Theloneliness must be unbearable,” he said in attempted sympathy. "I can only

imagne”
Sheglared a him. "No, you cannot. Don't even try."

He nodded, and she continued. "1 have been offered achanceto Bond again, if only | diminated the last



vestiges of what we once were."
Suddenly Kel understood. "The spaceships.”

She nodded. " The spaceships. No group would Bond with me unless| could demongtrate that | would
not demand my individudity back asecond time. But if | am willing to do this—"

"And areyou?'

Shelooked away. "1 am. It isthe only way | can become Human again.” To Kd, theideathat Riawould
only consider herself Human if part of agroup was mongtrous. "It isnot the only way."

What?"
"| offer you another choice, another way to be Human." The only way to be Human.
"Whichis?'

"Stay with me. Learn the value of being only two, and not many."

She stared at him with apuzzled ook on her face. "Are you offering me aBonding?"

As before, when contemplating Bondings, achill of horror permeated Kel's body. It echoed with the
memory of the many times he had rejected Bondings.

"I cannot offer aBonding, Ria. But | can offer abonding, in the old way." For amoment, it looked asif
Riawas shocked, and she seemed on the verge of flying away. But then she smiled, and closed the short
distance between their bodies.

"Show me" shesad.

Kd began dowly, taking Rias surprisingly warm body in hisarms. Shetilted her head, and Kel placed
hislips upon her mouth, which tasted swest.

Asthey held each other, Kel accessed his Memory, to be sure he knew what came next. Theirony of
needing to do so in order to complete the bonding irked him, but he had little choice. He had not needed
to know thisin so long that there had never been areason to keep the physical movements at the
forefront of his consciousness.

Hefdt regret at the sametime their bodies came together in the rhythm that he had not remembered, or
needed to, for far too long. Kel could fed pleasure anytime he wanted, of course; but to surrender
onesdf temporarily to another in the most ancient dance of dl had ajoy dl itsown. Kel and Riamoved
together, over and over. Findly, hefet an explosion of pleasure—and again—and again

And then he redlized that the two of them were not the only things exploding.

He pushed her away and gazed around at his ships, which were slently blowing apart in the vacuum of
space.

The ones further away looked like tiny supernovas, blazing away before finaly dissipating. The closer
ones glowed briefly and brightly astheir matter instantaneoudy became energy.

Kd redlized suddenly that Ria had been tricking him, and he raised his hand and dapped her acrossthe



face. "How dare you!"
Riamassaged her jaw, and stared back at him blankly "1 dare because | must.”

He spat at her. "Y ou had no interest in bonding. Y ou merely wanted to distract me. So you could
complete your task."

"It wasthe only way, Kel. Now | will be acceptable for the Bonding."

He clenched hisfigts, frustrated at the uselessness of the anger which choked him. "Do you know what
you have done to me?' He hoped to seetearsin her eyes, a head bowed in shame—any sign of remorse.
He wanted her to gpologize, to fed humiliated, and to see the error of her ways.

Riamerdy floated there, afaraway look in her eyes. "What doesit matter?' she asked. "If you wish, you
can recregte the exact same forms, down to their strings.”

"Y ou know that they would not be the same.”
"Y es, they would. They would merely not be the sameto you.”

Kd pointed a her. "Then why did you not create your own copies, and destroy those instead of mine?”
When she didn't answer, he continued, "It matters to the Bonding members, doesn't it? It had to be the
redl, original ships, or it would not count. Even asal of you reject the old ways, you acknowledge their

power."

She shook her head. "The old ways do not work anymore, Kdl. | have moved beyond them. All of
Humanity has, except for you." She gestured at their two bodies. "These bodies are inefficient. You are
clingingto anirrdevant pagt.”" "We must vaue the past—"

Sheinterrupted him with athought. Why?

He had never questioned it before; and so for amoment he had no answer to give her. When one came
to him, he deliberately spoke adoud, and not through thoughts. "We just must. If we forget the past, if we
abandon our roots, we forget who we are.”

She stared sadly into hiseyes. Kel, you lost that battle eons ago. Humanity lives in the now. As—as
must |.

Her body spasmed, and suddenly Kel knew that she no longer inhabited it. He looked into the empty
vessal's eyes, which stared back without recognition. He looked more deeply, and thought he saw the
gligtening of unfinished tearsin her eyes.

Morelikdy, hewasjug fooling himsaif.

"Farewell, Ria"" He captured theimage of her body into his Memory, and with athought transformed her
vessd of matter back into energy.

With only dight hesitation, Kel destroyed his own body aswell. He did not want to fedl the tearsthat
might otherwise form in his own eyes. After destroying his body, he returned to the center of his
graveyard, the better to study the full extent of the damage to his spaceships.

His next step was obvious. Paingtakingly, Kel accessed his Memory, and with histhoughts, began
recongtructing his collection of spaceships. He noticed that, rather than destroying al his ships
completely, Riahad left afew pieces of matter scattered about from each one. Perhaps, K&l mused, he



had reached her on somelevd after all.



