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  The Advent of Simon Stark




  
Prologue




  The combined mind of the Council of Elders was wary. “Are you sure we have to go with this one? I mean, we have time, right? We could find someone else.”




  “No. Respectfully, there is no more time. This is the one we want. He is impatient to perfection. I and the others will hasten his transition. Even given the longer timetable, he will have us in place within a year of the election. I have no doubt.”




  “It will be nice to inhabit a finite space again. Nice to be limited again in those very special ways. How many will you need to accompany him?”




  “Perhaps one other, but I will decide that later, if that is acceptable.”




  “That is perfectly acceptable. This is your mission. If you need anything, let us know.”




  “All light, Elders.”




  “All light.”




  And they were gone from his mind.
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  In his office on the fifty-first story of Place St. Charles in New Orleans, Simon Stark leaned forward in his desk chair and scooped several sunflower seeds from a small dish into his right palm. He looked at the men across the desk and grinned. “Hope you don’t mind, guys. I love these damn things.”




  Although this was an informal meeting, he was dressed as usual in a dark blue pinstriped suit, a white shirt, and a tie that looked like the American flag. The blue field and white stars covered the knot at the base of his throat. The modified, much smaller than usual alternating red and white stripes ran the length of the tie.




  The two men in the guest chairs on the other side of his desk were dressed similarly. Both were wearing dark brown suits with light brown pin striping, and each was wearing a cream colored linen shirt. One tie was a pearlized white, and the other was a vibrant blue. Their ties identified them for Mr. Stark.




  He sat back and laughed. “I don’t know whether it’s the salt or the action of dehulling them or what, but I love them.” He popped a few into his mouth. “So what’s the deal? How’s everything progressing?” He looked at the man to his right front.




  Mr. White smiled. “You’re a shoo-in, sir. You will win the primary hands down, although not by too large a margin. We don’t want the results to seem suspicious.”




  Mr. Stark nodded. “Right, right. Of course. And in the general?”




  “Same thing. The only difference is that the general election isn’t fully tweaked yet. But it will be, and in plenty of time.”




  Mr. Stark frowned. “So when? Is there a problem?”




  “Not at all. They’ll be using the same machines, so we’ll wait until the primary is over and whatever they consider ‘news’ about that dies down. There won’t be much. Our people head up most of the networks and the news departments.




  “In fact, we’ll have all of them by around—” He glanced at his watch. “Around six p.m. Eastern.” One corner of his mouth turned up in a half-smile. “I fear there’s going to be a tragic accident.




  “Anyway, after coverage dies down from the primary, we’ll go back in and set things up for the general. As I said, not too early, but certainly long before it would make sense to tamper with the machines. By the time the committee decides to put them under lock and key or any of that, we will have long since done our job.”




  Mr. Stark spat the hulls from the previous sunflower seeds into the trash can near his desk, then popped a few more into his mouth. “And if they’re caught?”




  Mr. White smirked. “They won’t be. But if they are, they’ll hang their heads, admit they’re working for the right wing, and graciously accept their punishment.”




  Mr. Stark laughed. “They’ll admit they’re from the right wing so everyone will think they’re from the left wing, right? To make it look like the liberals did it?”




  “Yes sir.”




  “Very good. You guys did Kentucky in the 2012 presidential, right? And Ohio and Illinois?”




  Mr. White nodded. “That was us. And most of the northeast except Maine, plus about fifteen other states. The only one we tried and missed was Florida. It’s the only place where the voters were so stupid they actually managed to screw up a stacked vote.” He laughed.




  “Well, not quite the only place. How many counties and precincts in Ohio had more votes counted for Oduya than there were registered voters? I’d rather not have that sort of outcome.”




  “Right, right. That won’t happen this time, sir. That was caused by one overzealous moron who apparently didn’t know how to count. Anyway, we’ll get even more states this time, and there won’t be any discrepancies.”




  “All right. And the eighteen or so you did in 2012 included California too, right? That’s a big one.”




  “No, actually we didn’t do California. We didn’t think we would need to, and it turned out we were right. I mean, anybody stupid enough to keep putting a complete imbecile in office really will fall for anything. I mean, Pelosi? Seriously? Come on! Anyway, our guy just ran and the morons did the rest of it to themselves.” He laughed. “You ever see a more self-deluded, self-destructive bunch? And all for the sake of appearances.”




  The other man chimed in. “If you hadn’t come along, Mr. Stark, the whole country would have been California soon. And the people in this country would have deserved exactly that. They’re getting a lot better deal under you than they would’ve under the socialists. Absolutely no doubt about that.”




  Mr. Stark sensed a tinge of bitterness. He glanced at him and nodded, then turned back to Mr. White. “So the end result will be?”




  “Pardon me?”




  “You said you would get more this time. I assume you meant states. And the end result will be?”




  “Oh, yes sir. You’ll squeak by in the primary, but you’ll win the general election by a landslide. I suspect you’ll win the popular vote and I know you’ll win well over the 270 votes needed from the electoral college. You’ll have an obvious ‘mandate’.”




  All three men laughed at the absurdity of the term.




  Mr. Stark expelled more sunflower seed hulls. “Very good. Very good.” He brought his right index finger and his thumb to his mouth and pinched part of a sunflower seed hull from his lip, then dropped it into the trash can. His gaze followed it. “This is a disgusting habit, isn’t it? I think I’ll have to leave these things behind.” He looked up at Mr. White again. “Maybe I can take up mints instead. So anything else?”




  Mr. White shook his head. “Not that I can think of at the moment, sir.”




  “Very well.” Mr. Stark turned his head to look at the other man. “Mr. Blue, I detect bitterness. You aren’t having second thoughts, are you?”




  Mr. Blue arched his eyebrows. “What? Oh, no. No sir. No, the people will deserve what they’ll get. They’ve been flirting with disaster for years. At least this way they’ll improve instead of remaining their greedy, worthless selves.




  “No, I was just thinking back, I guess. This country used to be chock full of people who would drop anything to support and defend the Constitution. They would literally sacrifice their lives to preserve their country.”




  Mr. Stark leaned back in his chair. “Really?” He put his hands together, his fingers forming a steeple under his chin. “What happened?”




  “Too many years of greed. Too many years of being conditioned. Today instead of taking pride in their own accomplishments, they take pride in their ability to work the system, to get something for nothing. Today the have-nots see the haves as fools whose job it is to support them.  They blame their problems and their personal situation on anyone but themselves. They want everything, but they want to earn nothing. You know, for the most part. ”




  “For the most part?”




  “Oh, well, we still have the warrior class. You know, every generation raises one. Probably the same in your culture, right? Real patriots who recognize there are things more important than ourselves. Themselves. But they’ve been outnumbered in this nation for a long time. And they’ve given their blood for people who just don’t deserve their sacrifice.”




  He shook his head. “With respect, sir, there was a time you could never have pulled off what you’re about to do, not without a major conflict. But now? No problem. Most of these people are so self-absorbed they won’t even notice the difference until they feel it directly.




  “Like I said, they take everything for granted. They demand what they want, and they demand someone else pay for it, whether it’s their freedom or actual physical things like housing or health care or transportation. It isn’t even a nation anymore. It’s a smattering of individuals, each of whom is out for himself.”




  “How so?”




  “Oh. Well, they say all the right things, for example, but it’s all for the sake of appearances. You know, they’ll put up signs and spout slogans. And they’re more than happy to contribute their uninformed, inexperienced, unearned opinion on everything from global warming to the morality of ripping apart babies.”




  He shook his head. “But they’re all mouth. Nothing but mouth. As my grandpa use to say, they’re all hat and no cattle.”




  Mr. Stark frowned.




  “It means they’re smoke and mirrors. They all appearance and zero substance. Anyway, as long as they get their ‘fair share’ of free stuff and are not held accountable for their own actions, hey, you guys are golden.”




  “I see. But those who get ‘free stuff,’ as you call it, they’re your poor, yes?”




  Mr. Blue nodded. “Some of them, a very small minority, are legitimately poor through no real fault of their own. Most are poor by choice.” He paused. “You have to understand, it doesn’t please me to say these things. I’m ashamed and embarrassed that people like that even exist.  When they figure out how to make a better living by voting than working—” He shrugged. “Hey, what’re they gonna do?




  “Then again, only a few decades ago that would have been a ridiculous question. A few decades ago the people still had a sense of personal pride. They would have opted to work and remain in or near poverty rather than take handouts, much less vote for people who promised to give them handouts. A few decades ago, people who promised such a thing would have been ridden out of town on a rail for being so completely disrespectful of a citizen’s personal sense of pride and worth.




  “But like I said, most of the people today take pride in how much they’re able to finagle politicians into giving them. See, they’re already slaves of the state, Mr. Stark. They just aren’t made to work. Unless you can call going to the local polling place once a year or so work.




  “An’ then some others are well off, too, or outright filthy rich. What they get from you guys is a good feeling that they’re helping the downtrodden by throwing other people’s money at them. As long as they don’t have to pony up their own money, they’ll be on your side too. Well, until they finally realize what’s going on.” He grinned. “And by then it will be too late. Frankly, sir, I guess I am a little bitter. But only because these people are no longer worth the sacrifices I and others have made over the years. I look forward to them getting what’s coming.”




  Mr. Stark said, “And the warrior class you mentioned earlier?”




  Mr. Blue shook his head. “They won’t lift a finger against you, Mr. Stark. They’ve given too much to these toothless hyenas.”




  Mr. Stark nodded. “Well, I have noticed the hypocrisy you spoke of. There seems to be no lack of that here.” He paused, flicked a quick look at Mr. White, then looked at Mr. Blue again. “Forgive me, Mr. Blue, but given your tone earlier, I have to ask. Whatever your answer, I appreciate your service up to this point.




  “Are you sure you want to be on the team as we move ahead? Or would you rather rethink your position? It isn’t too late to walk away, you know. We can erase your memory of our dealings here and go our separate ways. I don’t want you to feel you’re abandoning your country or anything like that.”




  Mr. Blue looked at him steadily. “No sir, I don’t need to rethink anything. The day I joined up with you, that was a commitment, and it’s firm. The country I owed my allegiance to has been gone for several years. In fact, it abandoned me and thousands like me. And frankly, yes, I miss it. But the truth is, I’m looking forward to seeing the result when you take over. And I’m excited about it.”




  Mr. Stark nodded. “It will be a better place. The whole world will be better.”




  Mr. Blue shrugged. “If I may, sir, nothing stays the same forever. Part of me will be ecstatic to see the idiots who ruined this nation get what’s coming to them. And another part is excited to be part of the change. If there’s one thing people like me have been aware of practically since birth, it’s that all change is good, no matter how painful it might be at the time.”




  Mr. Stark nodded, still appearing thoughtful. “Very good. I appreciate your candor. And your loyalty.”




  “Thank you, sir.”




  “And your people?”




  “Fully trained and completely on board, sir, as we talked about last time. They don’t know anything about you, but they do know there’s a major change coming. Like me, they welcome it. They will begin moving on the morning of January 19th. They will be in position by noon Eastern time on January 21, your first full day in office. We’re good to go.”




  “All right. Very good. Very very good. And once they’re in place, they know to take no action except on your command, is that right?”




  “Yes sir. Absolutely. Begging your pardon, Elder Stark, these men are the best of the best this nation, and I believe this planet, has to offer.”




  Mr. Stark held up one hand. “I’m not the Elder yet, Mr. Blue. Not yet.”




  “You will be, sir. And you will have zero reason to be concerned about these men. They are one hundred percent loyal to me. They will do exactly what they’re supposed to do. No more, but certainly no less.”




  Mr. Stark maintained eye contact as he nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Blue. Thank you very much. I am impressed. And I have to say, I’m glad you’re on our side.” He laughed, then opened the top right drawer of his desk.




  He took a bottle of whiskey and three rocks glasses from his right desk drawer, then opened the bottle and poured a finger of whiskey into each glass. He put his hands on the edge of his desk and stood, then extended his right hand first to Mr. White, then to Mr. Blue.




  Each man stood and shook his hand.




  “Well, then I suppose it’s time to announce my candidacy.” Mr. Stark gestured toward the glasses. “Gentlemen, would you join me in a brief toast please? This is one tradition I find both quaint and powerful. It will remain even after the transition.”




  He picked up one glass and the other men each picked one up.




  Mr. Stark hoisted his glass. “To a quick victory and lasting peace, gentlemen.”




  “A quick victory and lasting peace.”




  They all sipped.




  Mr. Blue held his glass up again. “The transition and Elder Stark, long may he reign.”




  As both the others hoisted their glasses, Mr. White said, “Well said, Mr. Blue.”




  All three finished off their whiskey.




  Mr. Stark nodded in the direction of Mr. Blue. “Thank you. And to you and yours.” He glanced at Mr. White. “Both of you.”




  As one, the two men took a step back and bowed slightly at the waist, then turned and exited.




  Soon to be Elder Simon Stark, also known as LDR-d6753-1369A, sat down, then leaned back in his chair.




  What an extraordinary sequence of events he had experienced. What a very long way he had come.




  Less than six months earlier, as the LDR designate trainee for this planet he had completed the required personal transformation. It wasn’t easy mentally or emotionally, much less physically, going from his near-perfect form to the flawed, weak, stilted mechanics of this human body. He had opted for a larger and more athletic body. After all, if he was to be LDR for this planet, he must look impressive when he walked among them.




  And here he was, about to become the latest candidate to toss his hat in the ring for what was arguably the most prestigious title on the planet: president of the United States.




  He would run on a simple platform, and his election was a foregone conclusion. It would also begin the first stage of the transition.




  Still, who would have thought the strongest nation on Earth would provide the primary portal for the invasion? And a willing portal at that, without any of the dramatic flailing of arms and gnashing of teeth for which the humans were known across the galaxy? Without even the humans sending up the most primitive defenses to be swatted away like bothersome gnats? It would happen without the forces of Solgor having to disrupt or destroy anyone or anything outright.




  Who would have thought to accomplish such a feat would take nothing more substantial than an election? Who would have thought that the people themselves, destined to become slaves, would actually choose the person who would enslave them?




  He shook his head. “Truly incredible.”




  If there was one thing he actually enjoyed about this human form, though, it was their ability to separate or to conjoin, at will, the physical, mental and emotional, the abstract and the concrete. He had never witnessed anything like it. That ability was especially evident in their mating rituals. And he did enjoy those mating rituals.




  He grinned as he considered how close he had come to missing out on this entire experience. How could a vastly superior life form be so naïve? One decision, one quick change of mind, and he would not have been assigned. He would not have received the Alpha designation, and he would not have been on track to be forever known as Elder Simon Stark.




  Incredible. He thought back to the day he finally met the team of scientists who had crafted his human body.




  2




  The four scientists came into the room almost as one being.




  LDR-designate trainee 6753-1369 gawked at them. These were the ones who had created him, or at least this form of him. They had created this human body and they had transferred him into the body, tugging here, tweaking there, making sure he and the body “fit” each other perfectly.




  The four of them had personally engineered the transformation as well. They had manipulated the three parts of the human being that he would become with dexterity.




  Encouraged by their success in crafting the body and conducting the initial transfer, they had created a mind. Through fine manipulation, they had fine tuned the physical brain’s anatomy and topography. Into it they melded the electrical impulses of the entire nervous system and the chemical processes from everywhere in the body.




  That was the most arduous and exacting part of the process. Paradoxically, it was exacting because of the necessity for a random kind of order. If his experience, as witnessed within his own mind, were too orderly and neat, too linear, he would appear robotic. Yet the entirety of his existence as a human being had to lead to one destination.




  They created memories for him, and from those they crafted a history and a set of ethics and a disposition that would suit his role on Earth. From the history they derived hopes and dreams, and the ability to add to those as he continued through the process.




  He would be a pretender, a creature of appearances. He would give everyone he came in contact with exactly what they needed in carefully measured doses until he was able to reveal himself. He would bear emotions without being affected by them, at least to the point they would jeopardize his assignment. He would appear to make decisions that had long since been decided.




  Near the end of his transformation, he underwent rigorous testing. He was tested physically for strength, endurance and dexterity. He was tested mentally as all four scientists fired questions at him in topics that covered the span of human endeavor. He was tested to ensure that he would display the appropriate physical response to a gamut of emotional stimuli.




  He passed all of those tests easily.




  But there was one more test.




  Jadit, the chief scientist, came to him privately one day. This was a being whom LDR-designate trainee 6753-1369, with his newly installed human emotions, had come to trust and look upon as a father figure.




  Jadit asked him to sit.




  When the designate trainee was seated comfortably, Jadit said, “At some point soon after you are placed on Earth, you will find yourself both desiring and being desired by another human physically.”




  The LDR designate said, “Who?”




  Jadit laughed. “I don’t know. But let me finish, please.




  “Some time after you encounter this person whom you desire and who desires you, the two of you will commit a most intimate personal social act.” He paused. “The first time a human male commits this act, it is a shock on his system physically, physiologically, and emotionally. For a being who has never had a need for or experience with such intimate personal interactions, we believe that shock will be much greater.




  “For that reason, and to minimize that shock as much as possible, we’re going to conduct a final test here in this controlled environment. You may consider it a test of your overall system.




  “First, you will experience what happens to your body, the changes your body will go through, as a precursor to that act. Then you will perform the act itself. Afterward, we will observe you for a time to gauge any ill effects. If everything goes as planned, you will be inserted on Earth within a few days of the successful conclusion of this final test.




  “Now then, do you have any questions?”




  “What is the act? And what is the purpose?”




  “You will find it necessary to insert part of yourself, part of your male human body, into part of a female human body. And the primary purpose is mating. It’s how the species procreates. But the more important purpose— at least it will seem that way to you at the time— is strictly for pleasure. The act produces the most intense physical, emotional and mental pleasure possible in the existence of the human being.” He smiled. “I suppose that’s why there are so many of them.”




  “So how do I—”




  Jadit held up one hand. “I don’t want to talk about the actual physicality of it right now. Doing that would alter the test results. Knowing what to do and how and when and why are all imbedded as instincts in the human male. So this also will test whether we installed those instincts correctly. And whether they are intact.”




  “All right. But you say I will have to insert some part of myself into part of a female human?” A shiver trembled its way through him, though he wasn’t quite sure why. “Part of me will actually be inside her? I just don’t know. Frankly, I can’t think of anything more reviling.”




  He paused for a moment, then said, “Maybe— Jadit, should I maybe pass on this assignment? I mean, I know the transference was permanent, but maybe I could fill a lesser role. One that wouldn’t be quite so— How did you put it? Intimate?”




  Jadit said, “I’m not sure rejecting this assignment is your best course of action. After all, we’ve invested a great deal of—”




  “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m sure this is not the right role for me.” He put his hand to his chest. “Only a few days ago I stopped noticing the heart beating in my chest. Yet right now it is thumping much harder as a result of only talking about this. Maybe you should ask the Council to—”




  Jadit stood. “No. You were chosen, designate trainee. You accepted, and you will fulfill your mission.” He paused, then touched the LDR designate trainee on the shoulder. “I need you to trust me. This is going to work out well.




  “I’ll tell you what. You undergo this final test. Then if it doesn’t work out, and if it’s something I feel we can’t adjust or repair easily, I will go to the Council and tell them that I, myself, have dismissed you from the assignment. Then you will, as you say, fill a lesser role.




  “But first you must submit to this final test. Well, actually there’s a preliminary test first, during which you will only view some pictures, then the final test.” He paused. “You are very close to making history for two worlds. Don’t throw that away over a bit of anxiety.”




  The designate trainee nodded. “Yes. Yes, I sense that you are right. Thank you, Jadit. This anxiety, it is an emotion. Will it abate later during my time on the planet?”




  Jadit smiled. “Yes, I’m sure it will. Just as I took time to learn to use your hands and legs and to stop hearing every beat of your heart, you will become accustomed to your emotions. It will be all right. Trust yourself.”




  What other choice did he have?




  3




  For the preliminary test, Jadit had the designate trainee seat himself. When he was comfortably situated and the other scientists had left the immediate vicinity, a series of images began appearing one at a time on the wall in front of him.




  Jadit said, “Now, during this test, a series of images will appear on the wall over there. You are in complete control. You may go to the next image, go back to the previous image, or remain on one as long as you like. You cannot fail this test. All reactions are fine, and all are valuable. Any questions?”




  “No sir.”




  Jadit handed him the control device and went to join the other scientists. They were somewhere behind the designate trainee. As he proceeded through the test, the scientists jotted notes.




  The images were all of adult humans, males and females, singly, in mixed-gender couples, and in same-gender couples or groups. All of them were wearing clothing like he might see on the streets of any major city of the United States.




  He had no reaction to the men, virtually none to the mixed-gender couples, and very little to the groups of females. To most of the single females too he had little reaction. But to a few, he reacted strongly.




  The scientists had not told him what to expect, and the first time he developed an erection he suddenly stood up.




  Jadit’s voice came through a hidden speaker. “Please resume your seat.”




  But instead, the designate trainee looked behind him, then pointed toward his waist. “What is this? Will it go away? Am I still eligible for this assignment?”




  The three junior scientists laughed, but Jadit kept his composure. He said, “I assure you, you are still eligible.”




  One of the others said, “Maybe even more so.” Then he cracked up laughing again.




  The designate trainee looked at him dourly, then glanced at Jadit. His voice a little quieter, he said, “So what do I do with it?”




  One of the younger scientists grinned and gestured toward it with an instrument. “That is the part you will use to—” 




  “No!” Jadit yelled. He frowned at the younger one who had spoken. “Keep your silence!” He looked at the designate trainee. “As I mentioned earlier, we can’t share with you anything about the upcoming test.” Again he frowned in the direction of the younger scientist. “At least anything more.”




  He turned back to the designate trainee. “As I said, you are fine.” He gestured toward the topic of discussion. “That is only a natural reaction to some of the pictures. It was expected. Now, if you don’t have any other questions, please sit down and continue.”




  The designate trainee glanced at the part of himself that was causing his discomfort. “This feels good in a way, but it also seems— disgusting, somehow. It must be tied to the base instincts of the humans.” He looked at Jadit. “Will this happen often?”




  Jadit smiled. “I really can’t say. From what I have gathered, it happens more often for some men than for others.” He shrugged. “It just depends on something called your libido. And that depends 0n which human female you’re around, how often, how well you get along and a host of other factors.”




  “Well how long does it last? Can you at least tell me that?”




  “Unfortunately, I really can’t tell you that either. I simply don’t know. To a large degree, how long it lasts depends on many of the same factors I just mentioned.




  “But I think we’ll allow you to skip the rest of this test. I believe you are ready for the final test. When you’ve passed it, you will receive your penultimate designation as ‘Assigned’ and you will be well on your way to becoming the Elder for this world.” He turned away. “If you will follow me, please.”




  The designate followed him, and the other three scientists followed them. They walked across the room, out through an arched entrance into a long hallway, and finally stopped at a small doorway.




  The designate frowned again. “Why is this entrance sealed?”




  “This is to give you an idea of what a door is. It is a human creation that temporarily seals off a passage from one room to another, most often for reasons of maintaining privacy. You will encounter a lot of them on Earth. If you check your memories, you will find instances of them.




  “Now, behind this door is a room, of course. And inside the room is a human female. She is resting, and she is naked. She is lying on her back. Nothing you do will wake her up.”




  Jadit hesitated. “We have seen that you respond physiologically to human females as you are supposed to. That response indicates that your transformation is almost complete.




  “The woman in this room is similar to the ones to whom you responded. This test will determine whether, in your transition, you have approached the actual reality of being the human male animal.”




  He gestured toward the door knob. “When you turn that, it will swing inward. When you’ve passed through, please close it behind you until it clicks. Then a light will come on, and you will see the female.”




  “So what do I do?”




  “Whatever feels natural to you. Remember, the human form, the human physiology, combines emotion with physicality. There is no wrong answer here. Just go inside, please, and do whatever feels natural. Whatever you feel you are urged to do or ‘should’ do as a human male.” Jadit patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll be out here.”




  “Will you be able to see what I’m doing? As I’m doing it, I mean?” He frowned again, uncertain why he had asked such a ludicrous question.




  All four scientists smiled and jotted little notes on their equipment.




  The older scientist introduced the designate trainee to another human trait: the lie. “No, you will be completely alone. We will intervene only in case of an emergency that threatens you. If we do not come in, you may assume whatever is occurring is natural and to be expected. When you finish, you will come out and let us know how you reacted.”




  “Finish what?”




  “You will find that out as it occurs. I don’t want to taint the test.” He gestured toward the door. “Go ahead now.”




  The trainee hesitated.




  Jadit gestured again. Quietly, he said, “Go on. It’s all right.”




  The trainee frowned. “I’m not sure why I’m asking this. For all I know, it’s part of the test as well. But should I— Shouldn’t I have a human name?”




  “Well, that isn’t scheduled for a couple more days, but I don’t see what harm it will do. When you reach earth to make final preparations for your assignment, you will be called Simon Stark.” Jadit studied him for a reaction. “Is that all right?”




  “Yes.” A smile curled one corner of his mouth. “Yes, I like that. Hello, I’m Simon Stark.”




  Jadit smiled. “Very good, Mr. Stark. Now,” he said, and he gestured toward the door again.




  Simon nodded. He took a deep breath— something else he had never experienced— and turned the door knob.




  As Jadit had said it would, the door swung inward.




  The floor, walls and ceiling were a muted white. There were no portals of any kind that he could discern.




  Simon caught the door knob and turned around, peering at the scientists through the opening until it was closed. As they disappeared from view, he experienced yet another new feeling, that of anxiety. He felt cut off from others, whereas before he had never felt attached. It was all very confusing.
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