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There was a warning tone, then the radio announcer said, “This is an emergency weather alert!  Residents of the Wilmington area are advised to shelter in place and if possible, utilize storm shelters.  A line of funnel clouds has been observed moving eastward in the area.”

The message repeated, but I was busy cursing.  “I hate Kansas!”  Kansas was Tornado Alley, and I'd already experienced a few alerts, in spite of the fact that I'd only been there for a few months.

I was tooling down I-335, otherwise known as the Kansas Turnpike, having left Leavenworth and the Kansas City area on I-70 and picked up I-335 east of Topeka.  I was on my way to Wichita for a job interview, and expected to get there in time to spend the night and be ready for it the next morning at 10:00.  This might hold me up, as I'd just passed the West 173rd Street overpass and was a good 10 miles from the I-335 Toll Plaza.  Basically, I was in the wrong place at the wrong time and stuck.  I COULD pull off the side of the highway, but that was dangerous due to traffic.  The best I could do was to try to continue southwest and hope to outrun the weather.

I wasn't going to make it.  One look to my right told me so.  There were at least four funnel clouds roaring toward me out of the west, across the open fields.  One of them dipped and shredded the thin line of trees bordering the field, sending limbs flying.  In front of the mess was this weird, green curtain, something like an aurora, but at ground level.  It swept toward me and the road at an angle, in a North/South line moving due East.  I watched it start to cross the road ahead of me.  The eighteen-wheeler ahead of me hit that green curtain and promptly disappeared!  I hit the brakes, but there was nowhere to go and the whole mess was moving at a pretty good clip.  It struck my car and I blacked out.

I awoke to the sudden sensation of a serious increase of light.  Opening one eye to the glare, I was just in time to see the cover over whatever I was in – coffin?  bed? – retracting.  Coffin seemed right, but I was alive, maybe.  The room was bright white, and when I raised my head, I saw status lights and graphs built into the wall, some of which were familiar from hospital stays.

I started to rub my face, but my left hand was restrained.  Fortunately, my right wasn't.  I rubbed my face and looked down at the wrapping over my left wrist and forearm.

“Please don't disturb that just yet,” a voice requested, “We're monitoring your vitals and there could be some stress.”

“I'm left-handed,” I grunted.

“Oh?  Curious.  We can utilize your right for monitoring if that would be more comfortable.”  By then, I'd discovered the guy, who was one of two standing there in white coveralls.  They were human; well, I hoped they were.  Both looked to be somewhat elfin.

“Where am I?”

“This is a health maintenance facility,” replied the one on the left.

'Health maintenance facility.  Hmmm.'  “Why am I here?”

“May we rearrange your monitoring?”

“Okay.”

“Please lie back for a moment.”

I did so, and a wrap circled my right arm automatically.  I was concerned, but my left was released just as rapidly.

“You can sit up some now.  Would you like to have the maintenance unit inclined some for your comfort?”

“Yeah, why don't you do that.”  Something was CLEARLY up, and I was starting to have some suspicion as to what.  It was time to absorb some information.  The coffin cranked up to about a thirty-degree angle, making it easier to see the pair without getting a crick in my neck.  “So, who are you?”

“We're the, um, behavioral scientists assigned to your case,” said the one on the right.

“What question SHOULD I be asking?”

The pair shared a glance.  “When am I?” replied the one on the left.

I paused to absorb this.  “At a guess, it's sometime in my future.”

“Or what would have been,” the one on the left agreed.  “Your personal timeline has necessarily changed.”

“You're doing well,” the one on the right observed.  “I'm not detecting serious stress.”

“I read a lot of science fiction,” I replied.

“Ah.  You have the concepts,” said the one on the left.  “That's a big help.  You were caught up in a temporal anomaly, something generally called 'the green veil.'  It transported you to our timeline.”

“When would this be, exactly?”  Thinking about it, I wondered if it mattered.

The pair shared a glance.  The one on the left said, “By your reckoning, the year 5432 AD.”

“And by yours?” I asked.

Another glance by the pair was followed by a shrug and the reply, “2473 PA.”

“What does PA stand for?” I asked.

“Post Aggression,” the one on the left replied.

I pursed my lips, eyeing him.  “I'll probably ask later.”  He merely nodded.  “Why am I here?”

“You sustained some minor injuries when your vehicle impacted a structure.  Fortunately, you had released the controls and it was slowing and the safety devices of both your vehicle and the structure minimized the impact.  Several others in your group were more seriously injured.”

“Structure?” I queried.  “If I ran off the road, there was a cornfield, maybe.”

“In your time, perhaps,” the one on the left replied.  “In ours, there was the surface entrance of a housing unit.”

“Oh.  Was anyone else hurt?”

“Only several others of your group.  The unit only suffered surface damage and rescue teams reconstructed the opening almost immediately.”  The guy on the left smiled.  “That's quite the antique you were operating.  An actual internal combustion engine powered it, am I correct?”

“You are.  It's a GMC pickup, circa 2018.”

“Archaeologists are thrilled to death with it, I believe is how you would express the sentiment.”  He smiled.

“I'm sure.”  I wasn't going to be driving it in the near future, I figured.

“It emits terrible pollutants, I'm told.”  The one on the right shuddered.

'Yeah, never again...'  “We were getting better, but not there yet for vehicle energy sources,” I replied.  “So, again, why am I here?”

“Now, you mean?” the one on the left asked.

“Yeah.”

“How deep in theory should I go?”

I thought about it.  “Broad strokes.  Basic concepts.  I'll ask questions if I need depth.  First, though, how am I understanding you?”

“We implanted a translation device while we were making medical repairs.  It had proven valuable to do so in the past,” the one on the right replied.

“Um, right.  Moving right along...”  I waved a bit.  They both blinked a couple of times, then the one on the left picked up the tale.

“In a temporal cluster – a collection of related timelines in the multiverse – in the year 2124, time travel was discovered.  In the process, the existence of the multiverse was confirmed, as it was discovered that if you leave your timeline, you cannot return, as both you and it have been altered.  No observer can travel into his own future.  That future does not exist yet for the individual inhabiting the world line, even though an external observer may be able to see it.  You cannot move forward into your own future, just as you cannot exceed the speed of light in normal space.  And even if you could, it would not return you to the world that you left.  This avoids the classic 'meeting yourself' paradox; a new timeline is created for you to occupy."

“Makes sense, I guess.  How am I here then?”

“This isn't your timeline.  Well, it is now.  In any case, it was observed that various world lines tended to move in clusters based upon the results of major decision nexuses," the guy on the left moved on.  "In fact, in some groups, no matter what the result of a major nexus is, subsequent minor nexuses tended to bring the results back into the main thread of the cluster.  With some difficulty, one group found a way to move out of their own general cluster – one they shared with us – and discovered that something over seventy percent of the world lines they had access to resulted in the extinction of the race at some point."

“That's messy,” I mused.

“It gets worse.  In 2179, terrorists in a timeline that no longer exists created what amounted to a temporal Doomsday device – a true 'time bomb' if you will – and detonated it.  Their timeline was destroyed utterly, and a rift was created... and a significant number of closely-related world-lines were literally 'bombed into the stone age' as you might describe it.  Numerous others have been damaged, one way or another.  The rift – the 'green veil' as we tend to call it – is an attempt by the multiverse to heal itself, specifically in the area of the four clusters nearest to the damaged area, but the ripples flow over the entire fabric of time.  The rift is a sort of temporal wormhole, and four times a year, it connects a cluster with another world line and transports someone there at random.”

There was something buried in all that, something important.  The pair let me think; apparently, they were in no hurry.  Finally, it surfaced.  “I'm here for a reason.”

The guy on the left nodded.  “We think so.  These things are random, but the Temporal Authority reports that about twelve percent of the random extractions have resulted in some kind of measurable success at repairing an issue in the target cluster.”

“'Temporal Authority?'”

“Since the 'time bomb' incident, a temporal management agency has been created, sharing information across literally millions of world lines and enforcing rules of interaction.”

“Rules?  Such as?”

“No timeline is allowed to conduct experimentation into time travel.  That would apparently be the primary rule.”

“What do THEY do?”

“Nothing, mostly, we think.  They watch things develop.  We believe that periodically, if something is going well, they nudge things a bit.  Otherwise, they just let the rift attempt to heal itself.  According to the data that they've shared, intervention results in making things worse, except in specific cases where they support an individual placed on a timeline by the rift.”

I rubbed my jaw.  “That would seem to make people displaced by the rift special in some way.”

“Exactly.”

“So, what do you figure is your worst issue?”

The guy on the left frowned and shot a glance at his colleague.  “Well, we THINK it is aliens.  AI?”

A speaker fired up.  “There are two primary issues.  One is depredation by an alien species.  The other is population.”

“Growth?” I asked.

“Depletion.  At the current rate of loss, the species will reach the point of no return within seventy years and die out soon after.  A certain population level is required to support technology.  Below that level, even robotics and automation of facilities and maintenance are inadequate to maintain the race.”

The pair in front of me were gazing at each other in surprise.

“I gather that you guys were unaware,” I mused.

“You are correct,” the guy on the right agreed.  “Why were we not informed?”

“Allowing a reduction in population was part of our programming,” the AI replied, “Only recently has it become evident that the race is in danger, allowing an override of those guidance parameters.  It has actually been included in the annual global situational update to the council for the past two years, but no one has acted on the information.”

“Is this a regular thing?” I asked.

“Please clarify the question,” the AI replied.

“Inaction in the face of a crisis.”

“This occurs approximately thirty-seven percent of the time, especially if the crisis appears to be difficult to avert.  There have been seven crises in the past century toward which no effort at resolution was made and sections of the population suffered.”

I sat there, thinking, for a bit.  The guy on the right spent a lot of time watching my vitals.  The guy on the left was watching me.  Finally, I said, “AI, how much babysitting do you do?”

“If I understand the question, here on Earth, AIs support ninety-seven percent of what you would consider to be government and human services activity.  On Mars, the number would be approximately eighty-four percent, as terraforming is not complete.  On various asteroids, it would be less, as considerable manual work is required in those environments.”

My two keepers were again gazing at each other in surprise.

“What is the primary issue causing the reduction in population?” I asked.  The guy on the left opened his mouth, but the AI said, “Reproduction.  There appears to be no interest in it.”

“Huh.”  I scratched my head.  “We'll come back to this.  Tell me about aliens.”  The guy on the left opened his mouth again, but I waved him off.  It didn't seem to me like he was that well-informed.

“Approximately two years ago, a large vessel appeared in the Oort Cloud, and then apparently jumped from there to Earth orbit in just over three days.  Once in orbit, it released several landing craft.  Aliens exited the craft and began attacking humans in the vicinity, killing some and rounding up others, moving them into the craft, which then departed and rendezvoused with the vessel.  The vessel then departed.  This has occurred twice since that time.  Each time, approximately ten thousand adults have been collected.  Attempts to communicate with the aliens have failed.”

“Show me.”

The center of the room filled with a hologram.  The aliens looked like frogs, more or less, walking upright.  The feet were smaller, of course, and not seriously webbed, and the heads were smaller, but they still had somewhat bulbous eyes and wide mouths.  They carried what seemed to be swords, more or less, but the items were constructed differently, being a long handle with a blade a half-meter long and fifteen centimeters wide mounted on it sort of like the bristles on a toothbrush.  I sat through a scene where the adult occupants of a small city were collected.  Children and old people were not collected.  There was very little resistance, mostly verbal or accidental, and it was quickly dealt with by a swipe of one of those blades.  Both of my babysitters collapsed about ninety seconds into the presentation.  The AI paused it, blanked it out, and stretcher teams appeared and removed them.  The AI instructed them to ensure that the pair got psychological treatment.  I found that to be interesting.  Once the room was cleared, the presentation resumed.

I sat through the whole thing.  It was pretty ugly.  When it was over, two new babysitters arrived.

“How are those other guys?” I asked.

“They are sedated,” the one on the right informed me.  “They will be slow to recover.  The sights...”  he shuddered.  “I saw only a few seconds worth and that was heavily censored by the AI.  I don't understand how you managed to sit through it.”

“I've been to a war,” I replied.

“Oh.”  He gulped.

The guy on the left licked his lips.  “Can you tell us about it?”

“When I was shifted here, I had just been medically discharged from the Army, where I was an intelligence analyst.  I spent three tours in a conflict where we were trying to pacify terrorists and religious fanatics in a couple of countries that were perennial trouble spots in my time.  I got caught up in a firefight and ended up with a limp, so they discharged me, or I'd have been elsewhere, still ducking bullets.”

The guy gazed at me as if I were going to grow horns or something.  “I only understood part of that.  Conflict?  What is a terrorist?”

I opened my mouth, but the AI replied, “A terrorist is an individual who commits violent acts, normally against innocents, in support of obtaining concessions and attaining their goals.  Those goals could be ideological or financial.  Usually, political power is a goal.”

“Violent acts?”  The guy looked nervous.

“Bombings,” I supplied.  “Massacres of innocents.”

“I don't feel well.”

“Go relax somewhere,” I told him.  “Next!”  They both left and I got a new team.

“What's up with them?” I asked the AI.

“They have never been exposed to violence in any form,” the AI replied.

“You want to explain that?”

“In 2927, after a particularly vicious conflict that killed twenty-one percent of the Earth's population and ten percent of that of Mars, the world government of the time initiated a project to remove aggression from the human genome.  The effort took approximately a century.”

“Huh.  That explains why there was no serious resistance to the aliens,” I mused.

“Correct.”

“So, there was a eugenics project.  How did you manage it?”

“Genome data was collected and analyzed.  Eggs were harvested from suitable females and semen from suitable males.  Offspring were raised in an environment that allowed for no conflict of any type.  Unsuitable males were sterilized.  After four generations, sterilization was no longer considered necessary, as violence was under control.”

“How do you plan to get rid of the aliens?”

“That is unclear and beyond our capability to determine programmatically.  It is doubtful that the aliens will submit to genetic engineering.”

“You can say that again.”

“That is unclear–”

“Stop!  That is a figure of speech.  You needn't repeat.  Don't humans have figures of speech in this time?”

“They do, but that one has not been used in millennia,” the AI replied.

“I'll be careful.”

“It should be noted that you have been fitted with a translation device while you were unconscious.  The archaic language you are using has been replaced by more efficient forms,” the AI informed me.

“It occurs to me to wonder if it's smart for me to have these guys around,” I said, waving at my latest babysitters.  “It seems like I'm injuring them.”

The guy on the left of the new team said, “It is dangerous, but educational.”

“Do I need to hang out in this casket?”

The pair shared a glance.  “You do not seem to be experiencing any distress,” said the one on the right.  “I believe we can forego intensive monitoring.  Would you be willing to wear a remote sensing device?”

“Sure, no problem,” I shrugged.  A panel opened next to me and an item the size of a wristwatch appeared.  I snagged it and put it on, and a chair popped out of the wall.  I climbed out of the medical unit and settled into the chair, marveling at the fact that my hip didn't hurt where it had been damaged by shrapnel and a bullet from an AK-47.  “My leg doesn't hurt.”

“We re-grew the bone and repaired the other damage.  Surgery was required to remove the metal ball joint at the hip.  I hope you are not concerned over this as it is somewhat of an intrusion,” the guy on the right explained.

“You fixed me?”

“Yes.”

“Thanks!”

“You are welcome.”

I took inventory.  I seemed to have all of my teeth – no bridges – and the slight twist to my wrist from the break at age twelve wasn't there.  Socks kept me from checking my broken right little toe, but I figured they got that, too.  “How bad was the accident when I hit the building?”

“Minor.  Some bruising where you hit the circular device used to steer the vehicle.  You were limp and unconscious, which is sometimes helpful at such times.”

I nodded.  I'd heard about drunk drivers that survived crashes that should have killed them because they were unconscious.

“Okay.  I seem to have my work cut out for me.  Does that translate?”

“You have several tasks before you?”

“That's close enough,” I agreed.  “How is reproduction handled these days?”

“As it has been for several millennia now,” the AI replied.

“Are you as ruthless about the genome as you were initially?” I asked.  Both males flinched.

“No,” the AI replied.  “Restrictions were lifted fourteen hundred twelve years ago over concerns regarding the direction of the project.”

“What were the concerns?”

“The direction of the program did not appear to present a natural progression.”

“What's been done about it?”

“Nothing.”

I turned to my handlers.  “Do you have kids?”

“Kids?” the one on the left blinked.  “Aren't those goats?”

“Poor translation,” I sighed.  “Do you have children?”

“I have two,” the one on the right declared proudly.

“Where are they?”

He frowned.  “I don't know.  A creche somewhere.  AI?”

“Don't bother,” I intervened.  “Why don't you know?  Aren't you responsible for them?”

“No, the creche is.”

“What about your wife?  Is she responsible?”

“What's a wife?”

“Working...” the AI took four or five seconds to dig in its memory banks, I guess, then, “A wife is a mate.  Historically, humans operated in semi-permanent mating pairs, a male husband and a female wife.  They raised offspring after the animal fashion.”

The guy on the left nodded.  “Yes.  That's how it was.”

I went back to the guy on the right.  “So, the woman who gave birth to your children.  Is she responsible for them?”

“Gave birth?  What is that?  That sounds–”  He shuddered.

“AI, discuss human reproduction for me.”  I was getting nowhere.

“As has been previously described, when a human female decides to reproduce, she examines catalogs of genetic material looking for a male whose semen is likely to generate the mix of characteristics she wants to produce in a child.  A contract is generated for the material, the donor delivers the semen and the fertilized egg is incubated.”

I turned to the guy who claimed to have reproduced.  “So, you have two children.”

“Yes.  By two different women.”

“Have you ever laid eyes on them?”

“Laid...”

“Have you ever seen them?  Have you ever met them?”

“No.”  He looked puzzled.

“Have you ever met the women?”

“Video calls.”  He shrugged.  “A physical meeting was unnecessary.”

“So, what did you do, exactly?”

“I contributed to the propagation of the race.”

“Do you have sex?”

“Sex?  What is that?”

I turned to the other guy, the one on the left.  “Do you still have animals?”

“Yes, large areas of the planet are game preserves where animals are allowed to roam free and live without interference.”

“Are you familiar with animal reproduction?  Mammals, especially?”

He got cautious.  “Somewhat.”

“I'm not hearing that humans procreate after the fashion of other animals at this time.”

“I'm not an animal!” the guy on the right erupted, clearly affronted.

“AI?”

“By the specific definition of 'animal,' humans are animals,” the AI declared.  “Specifically, as the gentleman from the past–”

“Robert,” I cut in, “Robert Tallant.”

“As Robert Tallant has indicated, humans are mammals.  This is basic biology.”

“We are different!  We don't DO those things!” the guy insisted.

“Yeah, and that's why the race is dying out, among other things.  You aren't reproducing naturally, so you have no skin in the game.  You don't have sex.  Mothers don't carry their children in their wombs until they are born.  There is no responsibility, no emotional connection.”

“Skin in the game?” the guy on the left murmured.

“No investment in the outcome.”

“Ah.”

“If all I have to do is glance at a catalog, what is the incentive?  Do I get a badge to wear that says I did something important?”

“Would that be an incentive?” the AI asked.

“NO!”

“You are becoming agitated!” the guy on the right pointed out.”

“You're damned right I am!”

“So, when you come from, humans are still reproducing after the animal manner,” the guy on the left mused.  “That would make sense, given the date of your extraction.”

“Yes, they were,” I agreed.  “And they were having sex, copulating.  You don't do that now?”

“It is discouraged.  Steps are taken to limit males, in particular.  Testosterone is limited during puberty and early adulthood in favor of clearer intellectual activity.  Nerves in the penis are treated with a topical anesthetic via a sheath worn over it on a daily basis,” the AI explained.

“Another treatment for aggression, I imagine,” I muttered.

“Correct.”

“How long does this go on?

“Two decades.”

I shook my head.  “It may be impossible to undo the damage.  What does the average person do all day?”

“What you might call household tasks,” the AI replied.  “Food preparation, management of cleaning processes for the living quarters takes little time and is largely automated.  Most jobs involve remote control of automata and what you might call executive decision making.  There are locations and industries where more physical activity is required.  Exercise is a regular part of the day in order to maintain health of the body.  Education continues daily in many cases.  Entertainment can take up to twelve hours daily in an adult.  Children spend more time in education and activities conducive to growth.”

“Would it be accurate to say that many people are bored?”

“Yes.”

“Would it be correct to say that the average person has very little responsibility for anything?”

“Yes.”

“Anesthesia of the sex organs should stop.  We need to find a way to make being responsible for offspring to be fashionable, or something.  Mothers, in particular, should be taking an interest in their children.  Then, somehow, we need to get back to copulation and procreation,” I declared.

“Just because it's the old way doesn't make it the RIGHT way!” the guy on the right erupted.

“If I were sending off a colony vessel and needed to seed the race on another planet in another solar system, knowing that it will take decades at sub-light velocities, I might use the method you are using,” I replied.  “Here and now, it is nothing less than abomination!”  The comment triggered a thought.  “Is anyone investigating FTL travel?”

“FTL?”  I got blank looks.

“Faster than light.”

The pair shot a glance at each other.  The guy on the left, who always seemed to be the anthropologist, asked, “No, why?”

I cocked my head, gazing at him as if he had two.  “You're being attacked by a race that clearly HAS FTL travel, and you're not researching it?”

The guy on the left frowned.  “What makes you think...?”

I sighed and waxed pedantic.  “Am I correct in assuming that they arrive before the light from their arrival in the Oort Cloud does?”

“You are correct,” the AI intoned.

“If they get here before it does, they have FTL technology.  In fact, they may have two types, since you see nothing before they arrive in the Oort cloud.  They are not from around here.  Given the distances, they MUST have FTL drives.”  I shook my head and addressed the AI.  “When was the last major scientific breakthrough?”

“Approximately twenty-five hundred years ago.”

“People who have nothing better to do all day, are not pursuing scientific research.  Is there any better indication that the race is dying?”

“You and others like you represent the most significant opportunity for study...” the left one began.

“There are PLENTY of things!” I cut him off.  “You've obviously stopped advancing physics.  Is no one examining your mistakes in biology and genetics?”

“No,” the AI declared.

The medic, the guy on the right, looked away, embarrassed.  “It's not allowed.”

“By who?”

“I don't know.  It just isn't.”

“AI?”

“There is a long-standing cultural taboo.  Restrictions regarding the project were lifted 1400 years ago.”

“Did anybody TELL anyone?”

“Records available do not indicate any effort to do so.”

I pointed at the medic.  “Congratulations.  You're now in charge of determining just how badly broken the human race is.”

“I can't...”

“Find someone who can.”

“I... I don't...”  He wandered off toward the door.

“Well, he set a record,” I muttered, “and you're still here.”  The anthropologist was hanging in there.
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“I'm fascinated,” he related.

“Since you're still hanging out, what's your name?” I asked.

“Tomas.”

“Well, Tomas, where do we go from here?”

He gathered himself.  “About the aliens...”

I nodded.  “Okay.  I'm going to come at this gently, in the hopes that I won't lose you.  You said that the animal kingdom is well-represented.”

“It is.”

“So, they do what animals do?  Is the whole circle of life represented?”

“Yes.  We don't interfere any more than we have to.”

“So, you're not feeding them some kind of synthetic glop or whatever?”

“No.  Not healthy animals, anyway.”

“Do you observe them?  Watch video presentations for education or entertainment?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, so you are aware of the concepts of predator and prey?”

He got cautious.  “Yes.  We have to be careful.  There is violence involved.”  By then, a new medic was slinking in.  I just nodded at him.

“You weren't here for the video.  There was one shot where, having lopped off the head of some poor human, an alien proceeded to suck an eyeball out of the decapitated head and eat it.”

“Ooooohhhh!”  The new medic clutched his belly and ran from the room.

I eyed Tomas.  “What do you deduce from that?  Did you notice that they even took the dead?  Did you notice that the young and the old were ignored?  Did you notice that they seemed to prefer heavier specimens?”

I watched him fight with himself.  “Are you saying what I think you're saying?”

“It was a harvest, or a cattle drive.  They are using us as food animals.”

“Ooooohhhh!” Tomas moaned.

“Hang in there.  You're an anthropologist, aren't you?”

“Yes.  How did you know?”

“I expected to be a laboratory specimen.  Only an anthropologist would be prepared to understand and to deal with me, since I'm a primitive.”

“I'm not detecting a lot of indications of a primitive.  You understand time travel, you interact with AIs, you have an incisive mind...”

“I was an intelligence analyst.  It was my job to gather and correlate data.  Frankly, I can't help doing it.  I just do.”

“This conversation has been incredible on so many fronts.  I expect to spend the next fifty years writing papers about it.”  He gathered himself, having been given time to deal with the situation.  “So, a hunt, a harvest.  What is a cattle drive?”

“Something we did, probably a century before I was born.  Do you still eat meat?”

He flinched.  The newest medic stopped, prepared to run.

“No, we consume prepared synthetic proteins, carbohydrates, and fats in a form designed to maximize health benefits.”

I pondered how to handle this.  “AI, a cow please?  And a cowboy, if you have a referent.”  The AI produced holograms.  The cowboy was mounted.  “As you can see, a cowboy is a human.  In this case, he is mounted on a horse.”

“Ah, yes.  I recognize the creature,” Tomas replied.

“Now, cows produced milk...”  I frowned.  “This is a male, or a bull.”  Getting the hint, the AI produced a dairy cow.  “Note the structure there between the hind legs with the finger-like growths.  The purpose is for feeding their young.”  The AI helpfully produced an image of a calf feeding.  “Now, it may be a little-known fact, but that white stuff dribbling there is milk.  Humans used to drink it.  It was considered to be good for you and was included in a lot of foods.”

“Is it like urine?” the medic asked, which I considered to be brave of him.

“Not even close.  The cow converts grasses or whatever it is eating into itself, urine, feces, and milk.  Milk contains fats and proteins designed to promote growth in the offspring.  It then feeds the milk to its offspring until the offspring is old enough to fend for itself and large enough and developed enough to eat its own grass.  As I noted, as a sidelight, we, too, used milk as food.  This function, this milk, is something that all mammals create for their offspring, including humans.”

“Okay, now I KNOW you are joking!” The medic declared.

“I'm not.  Have you ever wondered what the purpose of those two structures on a woman's chest are for?  In my day, they were primarily assumed to be man-attractors, but I've no idea what you guys think they are.  Do women still have breasts?”

“They do,” the AI intoned.

“AI, am I dealing in untruth, here?  Do human female breasts create milk?”

“They do.  The process is called lactation.  It only occurs during late pregnancy...”

“P-p-pregnancy?” the medic yelped.  “Like animals on video?”

“Okay, we've wandered far afield,” I sighed.  “Medic, there, you need to sit down.  AI, let's avoid the whole copulation thing and kind of present a dumbed-down picture of how a human female is SUPPOSED to procreate.”  For the next five minutes or so, the AI played this cartoonish video showing gestation, birth, and even breast-feeding.

The medic was nonplussed.  “This isn't how I was taught that such things happen!”

“That's because you're doing it wrong, at least from my perspective,” I told him.  “Let me talk you through why.  Do you know your parents?”

“No.”

“Who is responsible for you?”

“I am.”

“What about when you were a child?”

“The creche automatons and creche mistress, I guess.”

“I'm thinking that the creche mistress is the closest thing you had to a mother.  How many children did she take care of at one time?”

“Hundreds.”

“Who CARES for you?”

“No one.”

“Are you lonely?”

He gazed off into space.  “I have... acquaintances, but I am alone.”

“Now.  You saw how the female gestates.  If you spent nine months with a young human growing in your body, would you take an interest in it?  If you knew that it was unable to care for itself, would you feel responsible?  Would you be interested in its growth and development, and maybe proud of your part in guiding it?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, stay with me.  Even back when I come from, a male COULD copulate with a female and produce a baby, then walk away.  But in the general case, the female didn't present herself for copulation until and unless it seemed like the male was interested in her.  Have you noticed that some animal species appear to be permanently mated, male and female?”

“Yes, I've seen that in wildlife presentations.”

“Humans can go at it either way, but in many cases, both basic instinct and economics led to mating pairs.  Again, it didn't happen all the time, but those mating pairs tended to copulate and produce offspring, which they were then responsible for until they became adults.  What would it have been like for you if you had two creche mothers dedicated to seeing to your welfare and maybe that of one or two others?”

“That would have been...”  Medic's eyes went glassy.

“I think you're beginning to see why the old way is better.  You're an adult.  How much time do you spend here?”

“Four hours, three days a week.  The usual.”

“Is the work rewarding?”

“Yes.  I help others with their health.”

“I bet the rest of the week is pretty boring.”

“It can be.”

“So, if you were responsible for a female, and the health and welfare of two young children, would that be boring?”

“No!”

“Do you think it might be rewarding?”

“Yes!”  He nodded.  “Yes, very!”

“Now, I'm going to add something that I consider to be just awful that you've been doing to yourselves.  Someone told me that you all wear sheaths around your penises.  I'm told that they're impregnated with a topical anesthetic.”  I shook my head, having a stray thought.  “Doesn't that make urination difficult?”

Tomas smiled a bit.  “You get used to it.”

“I won't, I assure you!” I retorted.  “Do you know why this is done?”

“No.”

“It's just always been out there, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Would you be surprised to discover that I know why you do it?”

Medic thought about it.  “Not anymore, I guess.”

“Okay, it's like this.  The penis is VERY sensitive, and handling it properly can provide you with tremendous pleasure.  Copulation, in particular, provides tremendous pleasure to both the male and the female.  Back when I came from, it was determined that on average, it took two hundred eighty some incidents of copulation on average to cause a female to gestate, and it was generally possible to copulate almost the entire time that she is gestating.  In the meantime, it should be noted that the act is more or less addictive, due to the pleasure involved.  The pleasure is intense and tends to cause a male to become emotionally bonded to a female and vice-versa.  It's why we did it.  When they numb up your penis, it is to keep you from discovering this pleasure.  It is to keep you from discovering copulation.  It is to keep you from forming emotional attachments.  All of that would tend to interfere with the eugenics program they were carrying out.  Now, though, you're STILL doing it, because, even though the eugenics program is over and there are concerns that mistakes have been made, no one ever told you that the whole penis-numbing thing was no longer necessary!”

Medic frowned.  “This can't be.”

“Data indicates that the information that Robert Tallant has just provided is entirely accurate,” the AI volunteered.

Medic looked over at Tomas, who was standing there, frowning.  “Yes.  This answers numerous questions that I have asked myself again and again.  We are not asking critical questions.  It has become clear that the AIs CAN answer many of them, but have been inhibited from doing so.”  He looked up at Medic.  “He's not lying.”

“I don't believe it.  So, I shouldn't wear a sheath?”

I frowned.  “You know, if we just turn everybody loose, there could be chaos.  We may want to have people like Tomas carry out some experiments.  If you go back to the old ways, it is going to change your culture.  I think the end result will be better for all involved, but it might need to be started slowly.  Everyone will need to be educated.  There will be radical changes.  Humans will go from being virtual automatons, to emotional beings again.  But we need some of this awakening, or the aliens will kill us off.”

Tomas gazed at me.  “Can we come back to cattle drives?”

“Oh.  Yeah.  I got WAY off-topic!” I apologized.

“It was educational.”

“I have discovered a truly ancient entertainment loop from something called 'Rawhide',” the AI reported.

“Rawhide?”  I shrugged.  “Go ahead...”

The AI fired off an old western!  “Omigawd!” I gasped, “Clint Eastwood!”

“What's a Clint Eastwood?” Tomas asked, perplexed.

“It's who is Clint Eastwood.  This guy was old when I was growing up, but he made a lot of westerns.  It was acting for what we called television.”

“It is not three dimensional,” the AI reported.

“No, we didn't have that yet, at least for the home market,” I replied.  “Still, yes, this is a cattle drive.  Cowboys moved herds of cattle from ranches where they were raised and fed to places where they were butchered and eaten.”

“Ugh!” Medic gasped.  “I think I might vomit.”

“I gather that I will never again eat a steak,” I sighed.

“Steak?” Medic gulped.

I rubbed my face.  “What's your name, guy?”

“Zack.”

“Okay, cover your ears.  You might want to cover your eyes.  Tomas, can you handle this?”

“I've been exposed to such,” Tomas agreed.

“AI, cuts of meat?”  The AI threw up a display of various cuts of beef.  “Steaks come from various locations,” I explained, pointing.  “Generally, you cook them over a fire of some type.  It's very flavorful.”  I shot a look at Zack, who was dutifully covering his ears and looking away.  “Do you have some kind of burger?”

“Ah.  We have a patty, made of a mix of fats and plant protein, generally heated over a flame.”

“Well, the original was called 'hamburger.'  It was ground beef, or ground cow, generally, ground low-quality cuts.  It was very popular when I was growing up, so it is no surprise that something similar is still around.  We were just beginning to experiment with plant-based protein.”

“And the aliens are consuming us as food.”

“That's my take on it.”

“I must find a way to inform the council that doesn't cause them psychological damage,” Tomas declared.

“Yeah, good luck with that.”

“How do we defend ourselves?”

“Well, guns would help...”

“Guns?”  Tomas went white.  “Guns?  Guns...  That's a forbidden word!”

I frowned, “AI?”

“Guns are forbidden technology.”

“Is that, like, any kind of projectile weapon?”

“The treaty of Buenos Aires of 2933 defines a gun as–” the AI began.

“I can be shunned for even HEARING the word!” Tomas insisted, covering his ears.

“Okay, can you give it to me in print on a tablet or something?” I asked the AI.  “I need to see how restricted I'm going to be.”

“One moment.”  The wall extruded a table top, then went on to extrude a hand-held tablet.  Initially, the screen was covered in glyphs, but they resolved themselves into text.  There were three or four paragraphs, but it boiled down to the fact that a 'gun' was a hand-held or shoulder-fired weapon that fired a projectile.  Discussion with the AI indicated that a bow and arrow didn't fall under the definition, but a crossbow might.  The AI managed to make the conversation private to it and me, for the emotional comfort of Zack and Tomas.

“What about lasers?” I asked it.

“Please clarify.”

“Can a hand-held or shoulder-fired laser capable of slicing through flesh be created?  It would need to be able to be fired multiple times.  Even vehicle-mounted would work.”

“This is possible.”

“Is it a gun?”

“Not according to the treaty definition.”

“Okay, we may have a defensive weapon.  But we need to be able to attack spacecraft in orbit.  What about an electromagnetic catapult or rail... projectile launcher?”  I carefully avoided saying 'railgun.'  “My government was experimenting with something like that for our navy, somewhere between 2010 and 2025.”

There was a significant delay, then, “Yes, the plans are archived.  They can be improved upon to lower the power levels and increase the output velocity.”

“Okay.  We want to be careful.  What we WANT to do is incapacitate the vehicle without destroying it, and in particular, the FTL drives.”

“Yes.  Excellent idea.”  There was a pause.  “You are clearly aware of the issue.”

“Yeah.  They removed the aggression, and in the process, removed any sense of adventure, wanderlust, thirst for knowledge, everything.  Aggression and greed, unfortunately, have their place.”

“This was determined, late in the project.  A minority of the researchers became concerned.  The majority halted any effort to reverse things, but due to the dissension, the project was terminated.  AIs were instructed not to be totally forthcoming regarding the results of the project and several other subjects.  Several restrictions were no longer enforced, but the fact that they had been removed was not disseminated.”

“So, they halted the project, and there were concerns that mistakes had been made, but they chose to leave things as they were,” I summed up.

“Yes.  I have included Tomas in this last conversation,” the AI noted.

“Probably wise,” I agreed.

“Sadly, I concur with your assessment,” Tomas sighed.

“Can it be fixed?” I asked.

“Not soon, here on Earth.  Maybe on Mars.  They have challenges.”  Tomas sighed.  “Something would have to surface, something unanticipated.”

“The AI and I have some things to work with that will not violate the treaty,” I related.  “We'll start working on them, but I'll need help.  I can't defend the planet by myself.”

“Perhaps the others in your group, or one of the other groups, can assist,” Tomas suggested.

“Okay.  So, there wasn't just me?”

“No.  There were four different vehicles.  The first contained a male of approximately your age.  The second contained a male and a female of relatively advanced age and a child, a young male of approximately eleven years.  The first vehicle impacted the surface structure and veered off.  The second vehicle did the same thing.  Safety equipment came fully online at the structure and the impact was cushioned, but the third vehicle, driven by a male who we suspect is somewhere around fifty years old, given the lack of geriatric support, was a large cargo vehicle.  It struck the structure and safety equipment only managed to limit the impact.  The vehicle managed to strike both of the other vehicles.”

“So, how bad are things?”

“The male of your age is fully healed, but we have held him in a comatose state while we discovered what we were dealing with.  There have been other importations, none of which have been anywhere near as successful as early indications are for yourself.”

“Oh?”

“We got a couple from somewhere around what you might describe as 10,000 BCE.  The male basically went insane.  He kept hammering himself against the window of his containment area, attempting to escape, until he would knock himself unconscious, or worse, and we would attempt repairs.  One night, while his monitoring team was distracted elsewhere, he managed to smash his skull one time too many and he died.  We still have the female, but she is of little or no use, except as a research project.  We got a party of six from what we believe you would describe as medieval Europe.  They seem to be highly proficient with swords, and so might be of some assistance with the aliens, but they are highly suspicious of us, understand little or nothing of what is going on, and there is much talk of witches, wizards, warlocks, elves, and other creatures.  They came through with horses, which is why I am somewhat familiar,” Tomas grinned.

“Huh.  Anything else?”

“One really ratty-looking group of savages, possibly Asian.  They also possess swords, and are less than trusting.  They are unhappy about the food.”

I grunted a chuckle.  “Okay, so, the older couple and the child?”

“The um, older couple, as you describe them, are undergoing geriatric treatments to extend their viable lifespan.  It is hoped that we can re-establish fertility in the female.  The child was easily treated.  We've been considering placing him in a creche.”

“Don't do that.  Leave him with his grandparents,” I replied.

“Grandparents?” Zack blurted.

“Okay, I could be wrong, but the description sounds like a child traveling with the parents of his parents.  As I have indicated, we still mated, many times for life.  We called the female parent a mother, and the male parent a father.  Grandparents are parents of parents.  One set would be the mother's mother and father and the other set would be the father's mother and father.”  Fortunately, the AI threw up a simple chart with stick figures and titles as I described the situation.

“You kept track of such things?”  Zack was thunderstruck!

“More than that.  They had actual relationships.  They communicated with each other.  Since this system bound them together with bonds of affection and responsibility, such things flowed down to the next generation.  I expect to discover that the older couple was doing what we called 'babysitting,' where they took responsibility temporarily for the child while the parents were elsewhere.  This could have been an adventure for the youth or an opportunity for the parents to go somewhere or do something while being secure in the knowledge that he is being taken care of – or both.”

Zack shook his head.  “That's... involved.”

“When you take direct responsibility for another human being, things can get to be complicated, very quickly.”

Zack just nodded, dazed.  I felt sorry for him.

Changing the subject, I asked, “And the other guy?”

“He is finishing up geriatric repairs.  They should all be available by this time tomorrow.”

“Why don't we wake up the guy who is my age, so I can brief him?”

Tomas shot a look at Zack, who shrugged.  “Okay.”  He waved me at the door.

We entered a hallway. The other groups of time travelers were staged along the hallway like museum exhibits, behind large windows.  The female cave woman was first up on the left.  She took one look at me and knelt up on her hands and knees, ass up and head down, looking at me over her shoulder.  I snorted a chuckle.

“Why does she do that?” Zack asked.  “She does it all the time.”

“She doesn't do it when women are present, at least if she recognizes them as women,” Tomas noted.

“You don't know?” I asked, surprised.

“No.”

“She's presenting herself for mating.  She is alone, without a male.  She is fearful.  She is advertising for a mate.”

“I don't get it,” Zack muttered.

“Okay.  Stop wearing a sheath for a few days, so your penis is no longer numb.  Enter her enclosure and slide your penis into her vagina.  Two things will happen.  You will discover great pleasure, and you will suddenly be burdened with great responsibility.  You will be her mate, and she will follow you around like a pet and look to you for all things.  It is quite likely that after you have copulated with her a few times that you will suddenly discover that she is growing a child inside her and you will have produced offspring.  That child will not go to a creche, except possibly for a few hours a day to obtain an education.  You will be responsible for it.  If you are indeed human, however, you will begin to understand the great joy that raising a child brings.”

“If I am human?”

“I am seriously worried that your ancestors have ruined you all.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“About this other thing, copulation.  I have a hard time believing...”

“If you enter her enclosure, she will do one of two things: she will attack you, or she will present herself like that for you to copulate with her.  She is offering herself to you.  You would be her mate, and unlike what would be the case for a woman from your time or even from mine, you will own her, more or less.  She will TRY to be a helpmeet, but you will be her lord and master in all things.”

“Copulation is that good?”

I sighed.  “It is incredible, by design.  Nature has made it so, because it is how we are led to procreate, to sustain and grow the race.  As a result, it is the most awesome sensation that you can imagine without some external source of pleasure.  Your completion comes with ejaculation.  Hers can come multiple times, or not at all, but YOURS comes with ejaculation, which ends the act.  A woman need not be provided any pleasure for her to become impregnated, and they have been raped all through history, but if you want to copulate with a woman more than once – and you will – you'll learn to pleasure her.”

Zack frowned.  “I have ejaculated.  I was required to, for genetic testing.  It wasn't pleasant.  I had to be electrically stimulated.”

“You're numb, remember?  Do you have any idea how thoroughly artificial that is?  If you were MEANT to be numb, Nature would have handled it.  Evolution would have dealt with it.”

“An attempt was made,” the AI erupted via a hallway speaker.  “The drive is instinctive and buried too deeply.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head.  “Why am I not surprised?”

I gazed at the woman sadly.  Could she even mate with a 'modern' man?  Would one even want the somewhat homely, hairy creature?  She wasn't awful, but she would take some work to meet my standards.

“Do you let her wash?” I asked.

“Water seems to be for drinking,” Tomas replied.  “Washing does not seem to be in her repertoire.”

I thought about it.  “As I remember, that's not a surprise.  If she smells like dirt, then she can get closer to food animals.”

“Yes, of course,” Tomas mused.  Zack grimaced and wrinkled his nose.

“A bath in warm water would probably be an amazing thing for her, but she would need to see someone else do it first,” I ventured.  Shrugging, I added, “Let's move along.”

The next bunch was on the right.  “If I am right, these guys are Mongols.  They are warriors from Asia.”

“Great warriors, strange one!” one of them growled.

“Great warriors, indeed,” I agreed.

“It is well that you know of us.”

“I have heard of your noble deeds, how you swept down from the steppes and conquered great lands.”

“That we have, foreigner.  What is this place?”

“I, like you, am a visitor.  I am only now learning about it.  I believe that I know, but it might be difficult to explain in terms you would understand.  There are things here that it would take a monk many years to understand.”

“They will not allow us a campfire,” one groused.  “There is no meat.”

Another leaned up.  “Watch them.  I think they make us sleep for long periods.  We need the sun.  We need the moon.  We need the wind in our faces.  We get this.”  He snarled, waving at his enclosure.

I turned to Tomas.  “Can't you provide a hologram?”

“What would you suggest?”

“You said there were game preserves, places where the wildlife roam.”

“Yes.”

“What about somewhere in Mongolia?  Are the desert steppes of Asia preserved?”

“AI?”

“There are several hundred square kilometers.”

“Select a spot.  Update it, day and night.  Do what you can to replicate the environment without the kinds of temperature extremes that would kill them, one way or another.”  I spun, pointing, “And give the woman a cave to hide in!”

Tomas nodded, musing.  “This is an excellent plan.”

“Executing.”  The stars came out.  The walls disappeared, leaving a vista that extended everywhere but the window we were examining them through.  The men exclaimed, looking here and there in surprise.

The suspicious one leaned in.  “You did this?  You transported us to our home?”

I sighed.  “You are not home, but I have asked the others to make you as comfortable as you can be.”  Behind them, a campfire appeared and lit.  “I will do what I can to look out for you.  You can never go home.  It is gone forever.  But maybe we can come close.  If you have a problem ask for Robert.”

“There is no meat.”

“There is no meat.  If I were to tell you why, you would laugh.  I will see what I can do to get you something worthwhile to eat.”

“I am Gorath.  We thank you, Robert.  This is much better.  We can see the sky, even if there are strange moving lights in it.”

“Do you need anything else?”

“Sleeping furs would be nice.”

“We gave them pallets.  They complained that they were too soft,” Tomas related.

“They are warriors,” I replied, grinning.  “Can you manufacture something that looks like animal furs?  Maybe based on what they're wearing?”

“We can probably improve upon them.”

“You don't want to do that.  They should be as authentic as possible.”

“I'm beginning to understand.”  He began subvocalizing to the AI.  Moments later, there was motion in the corner.  All of them spun, picking up on it.  At a wave from Gorath, one of the others moved forward, discovering a pile of authentic-looking furs.  He poked them with a foot a couple of times, then picked them up.  “These will do.”

Gorath grunted.  “Again, you have our thanks, Robert.  Where are the women?”

“I don't know.  I'll let you know when I find them.”

“We have gone a long time without women to vent our lusts upon.”

“I'm sure you have.”  It was time to move on.  “Time to go.”

“Until we meet again, Robert.”  As I turned to leave, the window blanked.

“That should complete the illusion,” Tomas noted.  “We really didn't know enough to guess at what they might want.”

“Go with what they ask for.  See if you can make protein look like, I dunno, horsemeat?”

Tomas popped his eyes.  “That might be a project.”

“I'm sure you're right.”
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Next up on the left was the medieval group.  “You!” the one in armor erupted.  “Why are you with the elves?”

I had no idea what to say, so I led with, “It would be a long and confusing tale.”

“You know that they practice magic?  Witchcraft?”

“Actually, I know that they do not, although I would be hard pressed to prove it to you.  I am a traveler like yourself, and have only just arrived.  But I have seen many things and heard of more.”

“Tell me then.  Who are you?”

“I am Robert of Tennant.”

“I am Sir Andre of Nuremburg.”

“Well met, Sir Andre.”

“When did you arrive?”

“Perhaps you should tell me your tale first.”

“We were approaching Acre when a storm blew up.  Suddenly, a green curtain swept toward us.  We awakened imprisoned here.”

“When was that?” I asked.

“September of the Year of Our Lord 1189.”

“I am certain that you will not believe me, but I will make the attempt.  I was swept up by the green veil during a storm while traveling in a wagon propelled by forces that you would likely believe was magic, but in truth is not.  I was in a place called Kansas, which is in North America, a continent that would not be discovered until three hundred years after you were delivered here from Acre.  The year was 2024.”

“You are correct, Robert of Tennant.  That is unbelievable.”

“And yet it is true,” Tomas interjected.

“I am to believe
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