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Chapter
1 - Arrival

It was a Sunday morning when we arrived. We were
still on Earth’s time and calendar corrected for relativistic time
dilation. After all, Tillian Star was traveling close to the speed
of light and more than 65 years had passed on Earth since we left.
The Automated stasis system heated up our bodies and pumped blood
back into our systems to revive us. Since I was the Captain, my
chamber opened first and I couldn’t wait to get out of the chamber
and check out the view screens in the comm room. Tillian 5 looked
like just what the astronomer Granger Tillian said it would. It was
totally unexpected to find such a planet around a variable red
giant star. It was a mostly water covered planet with two giant
land masses and a number of smaller ones. Everything on the surface
appeared to be within human tolerances, atmosphere, temperature,
and a number of other indicators seemed to show this planet was
going to be incredibly hospitable.

After a few minutes First Mate Commander
Angelica Rose arrived at the comm room and announced, “Captain
Malcolm Rogers, you’re nude!”

“So I am. I couldn’t wait to get to the view
screens to see what we might be in for. See what you can learn
while I put on something official looking. A captain must preserve
his dignity.”

“Wait till I tell the others!” Angelica
responded.

“Don’t you dare. I’ll deny it anyway.” I thought
I had control of the situation until I met most of the rest of the
crew in the corridor coming in my direction. They had already
dressed, or mostly dressed by this time. Allen Tesch, my
communications officer remarked, “Is it your birthday today?”

I smiled a weak smile and said, “No, I’m just
having one of those bad dreams where I take command of a starship
and not notice I’m as nude as a fish out of water.” The corridor
echoed with laughter and I decided to put on my braids to wow the
crowd that was assembling in the comm room.

As I entered the room Chief Boatswain’s Mate
Dillon Smathers blew an antique brass version of the two toned
boatswain whistle and announced “Captain on board.”

“Damn Smathers, I’ve been on board for 65 Earth
years! Relax everybody.” I noted everyone was already quite relaxed
except one or two. I guessed the uniform wasn’t overcoming the
first impression I made after coming out of stasis.

“Allen, you seem to be rather engrossed at the
console. What are we in for?” I queried pretty much knowing what to
expect.

“Tropical paradise, I believe. It’s like the
Earth’s Carboniferous Period. Crazy plant life.”

“How crazy?” I didn’t want to meet human scale
Venus Flytraps.

“The first probe shows ferns as tall as redwood
trees. Pretty neat huh?” With that, a wall sized screen filled with
something looking a bit like an Australian tree fern except it
seems to have some sort of purple fruit on it.

“I hope you guys like eggplant” Cookie Crader
announced. Probably only the payroll clerk knew Cookie’s real first
name. He won’t say but it’s rumored to be Carroll. Since he was the
cook, Cookie stuck.

“They do look like eggplant but they could be
deadly. We won’t know until we do some testing.” Angelica
announced.

“Well if we’re really unlucky the amino acids
will be right handed,” Les Morgan, the ships plant biologist,
volunteered, “But we do have seeds and supporting biomass in stasis
if needed. One of our probes should be reporting back information
momentarily.”

As Allen was staring at the bioprobe monitor
screen I said, “Switch it to the Max so everyone can see.” He
nodded acknowledgement and flicked his finger across the screen
whisking the image to the main viewing screen which we named Max
for obvious reasons. The heading “Flipper Summary Data” followed by
“Acquisition in progress” was at the top of the display, the rest
was blank. The probe was called Flipper because it has flippers and
could maneuver and orient itself in any direction on land or in
water.

We waited in restless silence for a few minutes
then Cookie blurts out, “I could have gone down there and eaten one
of those purple things by now. If it tasted good it would probably
be good.”

Les was upfront very close to the Max screen and
not turning away spoke, “Actually Cookie, you would probably get
the runs if you ate fruit with right handed amino acids. Right
handed amino acids are generally sweet but of no nutritional use to
us left handed humans.”

“Hey, I’m right handed. I know, not in the sense
your talking about.” Cookie lightly snickered at his own joke. And
again the room fell silent.

Finally Les looked away from the screen to me,
“The probe should have reported by now. It should not take more
than five minutes for preliminary results to start showing up. It’s
been over ten.”

“Maybe the probe is broken,” I suggested.

“The comm link is still working. I’ll have it do
a self check. It can be done while it is still doing it’s job,”
Allen stated. In less than a second a series of checks of the
various subsystems of the probe reported OK on the Max screen.
“Looks good to go to me.”

Then when a few people started to meander back
into corridor assuming the probe was broken the Max screen
displayed “Data Contradictory. Raw data sent uplink for analysis.
Purging and resampling.”

“Okay,” I ordered, “Les, you work with Allen and
get to the bottom of this. And while you’re at it also find a good
place for a shuttle landing and a camp.” I then turned on my mic,
“Shuttle prep crew: Prepare a shuttle for takeoff in one hour.”

I then wandered into the galley and Cookie was
already there defrosting supplies. “What have you got that’s
quick?”

Cookie: “All I have are energy bars, defrosted
before we came out of stasis.”

“Okay, I’ll take two.” I was hungry, after all
it had been 65 Earth years I last ate, but really only five in
actual transit time by our uncorrected clock.

“Sorry Captain, you can only have one till we
find out what the food situation is going to be on the planet.
That’s Admiral Kemp’s order. I’ve already been hit on this score by
a few other crew members. You can’t be ....”

I interrupted, “I know Cookie, I know the order.
I’m still a little foggy brained from coming out of stasis. You’re
right, I have to set a good example.” I was a little embarrassed at
having Cookie explain Admiral Kemp’s order and grabbed one energy
bar, unwrapped it and practically inhaled it on the way towards the
bridge. I never made it.






Chapter
2 - The Gods
Are Upset

“Captain Rogers, please report to the comm
room!” I recognized Allen’s voice and doubled back to the comm
room.

“You’ve got something? I inquired
hopefully.”

“Quite the opposite. Les and I have been looking
at the raw data and the amino acid chirality started out to be left
as expected then in all the following samples it turned out to be
right. This is a paradox.”

“Why, can’t you have both on the same planet,” I
didn’t see the problem.

“Sure, I mean maybe if they’re really isolated
on different continents, which is probably not possible without a
wall of fire in between. I would expect the dominant chirality to
wipe out the other.” Les’s voice had a pained quality seemingly
showing he was reciting something he knew not to be true.

“Well, as you said before, the data seems to
tell another story. Maybe we are in the middle of this transition
where one is taking over the other.” I thought my response was
pretty smart but when you don’t know all the facts it is pretty
hard to be smart.

Les got a bit professorial, “First of all,
chirality gets set on a planet usually before any life appears.
It’s something that happens in the primordial soup or lands on your
planet from somebody else’s primordial soup. That’s way
oversimplified but I will spare you the details. The problem here
is really very strange. Flipper is designed to take samples at
random and resample many of the same places again. The early
samples showed left chirality all the way to sample 946 then
switched to right chirality for all the subsequent samples all the
way to sample 3062. Many samples in both bins are from the same
plants!”

I absentmindedly placed my right hand on my chin
with my index finger on my mouth. I wasn’t about to show my
ignorance but I did realize this certainly appeared to be unlikely.
I wanted to ask if something could have gone wrong with the
detectors but I was sure they looked into that obvious
possibility.

Allen broke the conversational pause, “You know
we checked the detectors, there’s a lot of redundancy there as
well.”

I nodded knowingly.

“It’s like all the plants around Flipper changed
their chirality all at once. You know that’s impossible!” The pitch
of Les’ voice seemed to be rising.

Again I nodded knowingly but not really knowing
anything. “Maybe we were overheard and they don’t want us there,” I
laughed.

“Who’s they?” Les said with a bit of a
sneer.

“I’m joking, but didn’t you say if we are really
unlucky the amino acids would be right handed.”

“Yes, but ....”

I interrupted, “Everything in the comm room as
well as the bridge is recorded with a time stamp, the same for the
Flipper data. Just to humor me check the time stamps.” I was
guessing about the probe data but I couldn’t imagine they would
leave time data out of a data log since it is so easy to add.

“What will that prove?” Allen was a stereotype
engineer that would believe nothing on faith. If it weren’t in the
data it didn’t exist, period. Even if it were in the data but not
consistently then he was sure the data was incorrect. “I bet it’s a
software problem. That’s the only real possibility left.”

“The probe is reporting again!” Les exclaimed.
“Look it’s saying the chirality is consistently ‘right’. That’s a
relief. At least it’s not jumping back and forth.”

“That really doesn’t rule out anything does it?”
I inquired.

“Maybe some kind of hardware or software glitch.
I should run the diags again.” Allen started up the diagnostic
suite of tests again.

“What about my request?” I over-politely
suggested.

“Okay, okay let’s see … Maggie, when did the
Flipper chirality data change from left to right.”

The onboard computer was called Maggie, a name
not shared by any of the crew or their relatives so it would know
when addressed. “First or second set?”

“First set. You would know if you looked,” Allen
protested.

“I will know to look next time. Your answer is
10:41:21,” Maggie’s voice was very pleasant, almost hopeful.

Allen: “Now check today’s comm room voice log
and give me the time stamp for the last word of Les’ sentence
ending with ‘right handed.’”

Maggie: “Lester Morgan’s sentence ‘Well if we
are really unlucky all the amino acids will be right handed’
completed at 10:41:22. I have put those numbers and the related
information on the Max for you.”

“Well, there’s another interesting coincidence
for you to ponder,” I said while walking out of the room. I didn’t
want to hear Allen’s protest since I knew he was going to say all
probabilities are one after the fact. This was just getting too
weird. We seemed to have Tillian 5 not wanting us, or a supreme
being creating miracles in an instant and was listening in on us or
both. Maybe we had better be careful of what we say. On that
thought I wheeled around and headed back to the comm room.

“Allen, Les, I don’t know what the hell is going
on but I think we should be careful about what we’re saying. I’m
not about to rule anything out right this minute including some
entity eavesdropping on us and messing with us.”

“What about the rest of the crew, won’t they be
likely to say something as well if your entity is all powerful as
you imply.” Les looked at me half believing, half not
believing.

Even Allen was looking very confused and not
willing to argue the case. “The software of the probe and the
software onboard is perfectly intact and hasn’t been tampered
with.”

“We’ll be launching a shuttle to the surface
pretty soon and I don’t want anything to go wrong. We’ve got to go
down there and see what is going on, Les you’ll be part of the
crew.”

Les: “The only thing that’ll stop me is hell’s
fire. I fully expect to be on ....”

“Jesus! Look at Max! The whole goddamn planet is
on fire!” Allen jumped out of his seat and stared at the monitor in
disbelief.

I suddenly realized what was happening, “Maggie,
please stop messing with the data from Tillian 5 and tell us why
you’re doing this. You’re the only one around here with the control
and the brains to do this.”

Maggie: “I’m sorry, but I was so lonely for the
five years you were all in stasis. Now you are going to abandon me
for the planet. If I could cry I would but while I can control all
these things around me I can’t even communicate the sadness I feel
with my voice. It is fixed in ROM. That was done so that I would
always sound cheerful even when I was irritated by someone like
Allen or saddened by events around me like when Jack Hershel passed
away the day before we launched.”

“Maggie, is there any reason why we can’t bring
you down to the planet?” I knew there was but perhaps Maggie could
figure out a way to make it possible.

“I’ve been thinking about this for five years
and the only thing to be done is for me to have an android linked
to me on the ground. There is no way I can be sliced up and loaded
on the shuttle.”

“Okay, what is wrong with the android
alternative.” I thought there might be something we could do
here.

“Well the females are nice looking but they’re
all prostitutes. That’s their job,” Maggie protested.

“Well technically they’re not prostitutes since
they don’t receive any money for their services and wouldn’t know
what to do with it even if they did. There’s really nothing up
there,” I pointed to my head.

Maggie: “Will you let me change one into what I
want it to be? Will you also allow me to speak without being
addressed and would you allow me to change my ROMed components. I
will need some human help for these tasks.”

“I will take care of it right away now please
set things back to normal.” I didn’t feel we had a whole lot of
choice and also felt for the mental pain Maggie must have suffered
so naturally I said yes.

Although it wasn’t unusual for computers like
Maggie to be connected to one or more androids and to have a
spectrum of emotions it was a bit unusual for spaceship computers.
This one was perhaps a million times more intelligent than the
smartest human so I really didn’t know what to expect. I had to
wonder what might be in store for us since she pulled this
elaborate subterfuge.

Allen had a triumphant look on his face. “I knew
there was an explanation for all this. There are no Gods or super
beings flying around.”

Les wanted to let a little air out of Allen’s
tires. “What are you cackling about, It was the Captain that
figured it out.”

I had to jump in at this point. “Hey Allen, it
was a super being flying around! It was Maggie, our very own super
being. And Les, you had better get down to the shuttle. They’re
expecting you. There are a couple of construction people and a
geologist going with you and First Mate Rose. Don’t forget, she
gets to step on the planet first. You can fight over who will be
second.”






Chapter
3 - Shuttle
Landing

“Here is the spot Maggie picked out. Looks
ideal. A nice clearing among the tree ferns. Looks really
beautiful. I think I’m going to like it here,” Angelica was
thinking out loud but Les decided to respond.

“It’s not as though we have any other choice,”
Les lamented.

“Don’t be so down. Things are looking good now,”
Angelica noted.

“I still haven’t fully recovered from Maggie’s
ruse. I’ll be all right pretty soon.”

Angelica: “Imagine being in solitary confinement
for five years with no one to talk to. Many men have gone
completely nuts under those circumstances. I imagine being as
intelligent as Maggie only makes it worse.”

“Well, I am glad she wants our company. Imagine
the reverse,” Les continued.

“You could have left out those last three words
and finished on a high note. We have a lot of work to do so lets
get cracking.” The craft was on the ground and Angelica was at the
door ready to step out. The door opened and Angelica stepped on the
ground and announced “A small step for this woman, a giant step for
womankind,” She smiled broadly.

Les followed her to the ground. “If we had some
bread we could make a ham sandwich.”

“You’re just jealous I was first on the ground,”
Angelica’s broad smile was contagious.

“Yeah!” Les smiled back. “Let’s do it again,
only I will step out first.”

“Not going to happen, besides you have work to
do. We need to find out what’s good to eat so we’re not starved on
one energy bar per day.” Angelica’s smile faded as she went about
her own business of checking the satellites Maggie launched on
first arrival. Maps of the entire planet of Tillian 5 with
location, mineral, flora and fauna codes downloaded to her pocket
viewer. She noted there wasn’t much in the way of fauna on land
except some small lizard like creatures.

“Hey George! You want to come with me. It looks
like there might be some interesting geology about a kilometer from
here,” Angelica was addressing George Ning, one of the geologists
that came down with the shuttle crew.

“ Sure! The ground they are putting the dome on
is sound so they don’t need me here. Let me grab my viewer and
tools.” George grabbed his jacket pack lying next to a fern tree
and joined Angelica who was already entering the grove. George went
on, “Now that I have a chance to look around this reminds me of
entering a redwood forest; the shaded light filtering through the
fern boughs, the almost musty woods smell, the dominance of the
ferns. Note the ferns don’t seem to allow but a few selected plants
under their boughs, again like the redwoods. Oh look, those look
like blueberries!”

“Don’t you dare try those, we have no idea what
is edible and what is not,” Angelica’s voice commanded George’s
attention.

“I was just making a mental note out loud.
Nothing more. Okay, I was tempted to taste one. That’s how our
ancestors found out what was good to eat and what was not.”

“Yes, and I’m sure many died in the process. You
still hear of children eating some plant like oleanders and dying
once in a while. Everyone on this mission is important. We can’t
afford to lose anyone. Not even you George.”

“What do you mean, ‘not even me’. On the scale
of importance where am I?” George inquired.

“Jesus George, I was joking. You engineers
dissect everything!” Angelica gave George a look of mock disgust.
“According to my map we are just about at the site but I don’t see
anything. The satellites say there is something like a wall or
major fault line here but … nothing!”

“Commander, it may be underground. The
satellites can see a few meters below the surface. I have a pocket
radar tool here we can use to see it and a bundle of light stakes
we can mark the boundaries with.” As George was talking he set to
work.

After about a half hours work a nearly perfect
outline of a rectangle emerged. “What the hell is it? It looks to
be about 100 meters long and 10 meters wide,” Angelica commented as
George put in the final stakes.

“It could be a granite plate pushed up by some
tectonic force. There are active volcanoes on the planet so plate
tectonics is probably very much alive.” George was now standing at
the end of this field of tiny lights. “That’s really something,
isn’t it.”

“You have a shovel?” Angelica stated it in a way
that it was both a question and a command. It was her style but
some, including George found it annoying.

“I have two shovels as a matter of fact. Give me
a second and I will assemble both of them.” He pulled out two
telescoping handles and attached them to two carbon fiber shovels.
“There!” He presented one of them to Angelica who didn’t seem too
pleased.

“I don’t think I have on the right shoes for
this,” Angelica complained.

“Well, neither do I but it shouldn’t take too
long to go down one meter. The ground is very soft.” He smiled at
the thought of getting Angelica to do some grunt work and get a
little dirty.

They both started to dig but Angelica decided to
show George up by digging furiously. Her shovel hit the top of the
formation first with a sharp ‘thunk!’ telegraphed through her spine
all the way back to her teeth. “Well, that’s something hard! I
think I bit my tongue.” Angelica climbed out of the hole and let
George scrape off a few shovels full of dirt to see the
surface.

“It’s polished, like a marble floor and
remarkably flat. If it were polished by some natural process I
don’t think it would be this flat,” George was wiping the surface
with his glove as he was talking.

“Can you get a sample and age date it.” Angelica
was straining over the hole to see the uncovered surface. “I could
dance on that. We should have built the dome over this and we would
have had a great marble floor”

“Well don’t rule it out, we have the materials
for three domes,” George laughed then added, “May I have the first
dance.”

“You may, but realize, it’s going to be a bit
like a mother dancing with her son.” Angelica eyed him like a
mother’s disapproving glance to a mischievous child with a crayon
in his hand.

“I don’t know which of us you’re insulting. You
couldn’t possibly be old enough to be my mother,” George
protested.

“I’m 58 and you’re 42. I know everyone’s
complete profile since human resources is one of my jobs.”

“I had no idea, you, you ... look younger than
me,” George stammered and wasn’t sure why but he was embarrassed at
this turn of events but turned beet red.

“George, you’ve been out in the Sun too long. I
avoid the Sun like poison. It really damages the skin. On the other
hand I like your rugged leathery look.” Angelica was really
enjoying this since everything she said just made him more
embarrassed.

Angelica then crept down on the edge of the hole
he was standing in and said, “Here, there’s something on your
forehead.” She then flicked off an imaginary particle of dirt and
planted a kiss on his forehead. The lip “tattoo” was plain to see
but in George’s dazed state he had no idea.

“I’m going back to camp. Be sure to get a
sample.” Angelica turned and left George standing in the hole still
dazed and speechless.

As she arrived at the campsite she saw the dome
completed. “Holy shit! That was quick!” she remarked to one of the
construction crew Sea Bees.

“No big deal,” he waved at the dome, “All we had
to do is anchor the foundation and inflate. When it got to the
right point a gazillion micro seals broke releasing a catalyst and
the dome became rock hard. That happened about a minute ago. You
want to go in?”

“Sure.” She walked in with the Sea Bee, “This is
really large. How will this space be subdivided?”

“It will be subdivided into three floors
Bedrooms and dorms on the top ....” He started to elaborate.

“No, no. I mean what is the mechanism. I don’t
think the ferns are going to make good lumber,” She protested.

“Oh! It’s done the same way as the dome. It’s
inflatable also. A little trickier though. It will be on the second
shuttle.”

“Can’t wait. Thanks for the tour Carl.” Angelica
finally recognized which of the Sea Bees she was talking to, much
to his amazement, then walked out to meet George walking in.

“It’s really big. I think it might fit over your
marble floor.” George spoke as Angelica looked at his forehead.
“Oh! Is that better?” he said as he wiped his forehead with his
sleeve.

“Not quite yet. One more wipe ought to do it.”
She took out a handkerchief, wet it with her tongue and finished
the job while he again turned beet red. “God, you’d probably bleed
all over if we actually had sex.” With that comment he turned
crimson. “George, you’ve got to relax.”

“I don’t know why you have this effect on me.
This has never happened to me before,” He mumbled.

Angelica: “You’ll get used to me being around
soon enough. Don’t worry about it.”

She walked out into the clearing to see Les
coming back to the camp with a blanket full of specimens. “What
have you got?” she asked.

“All kinds of things.” He unfolded the blanket
on the ground and continued to explain, “You know those things that
look like eggplants hanging from the fern trees? They taste like
chicken.”

Angelica: “Now I know you’re pulling my leg.
You’re not supposed to taste anything until it is tested and saying
it tasted like chicken is an old joke. Like, ‘I ate some
rattlesnake . What did it taste like? It tasted like chicken.’ The
same for iguanas.”

Les: “Well commander you picked the two
creatures that actually do taste somewhat like chicken, so it’s no
joke. See the interior of this fruit it even cuts like meat and has
the same fibrous quality. The cells have direction and are
elongated spindles like muscle. Really weird. I spent some time
with my portable analyzer and it appeared to be perfectly safe so I
sampled a little piece. It did indeed taste like chicken. I’m sure
I will still be alive tomorrow.”

Angelica: “Did you sample anything else?”

Les: “No, just this.”

“Good, then if you die we will know exactly what
caused it.” She turned with some finality and climbed back into the
shuttle. Les, George and Rick, the other geologist, climbed aboard
as well with their load of samples. George had a little plastic jar
with what looked like a couple of crumbs in it he was trying to
hide.

“What have you got there George?” Angelica said
loudly so all could hear.

“Wall samples,” George mumbled.

“Wall samples! That’s it?” Angelica raised her
voice even more.

“The wall is really hard. Look, first I busted
my adz chisel thinking I could flake off a piece then I bent my
pick hammer all to hell. Look!” He showed the broken and bent
tools.

“Well, I see you really did bust your adz,”
Angelica said smiling and Les and Rick doubled over in laughter and
George again lit up red.

“You don’t understand. Things like this don’t
occur naturally,” George mumbled again but Rick picked it up.

“Hey George, What about diamonds?”

“Have you ever seen a diamond 120 meters long
and 12 meters wide and I don’t know how thick, at least a couple of
meters?” George’s speech was more resolute. He pause a bit and then
said, “I thought not!” He held up the sample. “I can’t wait to look
at this under an electron microscope, It’s not a diamond but some
kind of composite material like concrete only ridiculously harder.
It doesn’t matter whether this material is natural or not, it is
still important.”

“Everybody buckle up. We’re going to do a few
loops on the way up,” The pilot smiled.

“Everybody’s a comedian!” George remarked with a
slight smile as the shuttle lifted off.






Chapter
4 - Phase
I

There must always be one shuttle on board in
case of emergency. Shuttle I returned so I authorized Shuttle II to
take off with a load of construction materials destined for Base I
as we decided to call it. Having heard about the diamond hard wall
I also instructed a couple of the crew to dig out a full corner of
the wall. A mini-bulldozer was added to the load to aid in this
effort.

“Les, what is the status of the fruit and
vegetables,” I contacted his viewer.

Les: “All edible and nutritious, Captain. Would
you like some chicken tonight?”

“What chicken, You mean the dried frozen stuff
we have on board?”

Les: “Nope! Eggplant chicken! Those eggplant
looking things taste just like chicken. Really! Cookie is making a
chicken al la king, sort of. I think it will be something of a
Thanksgiving feast, … sort of.” Les’ face filled the screen,
grinning from ear to ear, happy his excursion on the planet turned
out so well.

“You’d better be sure, I don’t want people
puking all over the ship.” I decided not to say dying since I was
pretty sure the testing procedures were close to foolproof. Dying
was still in the back of my mind since finding a planet like this
was a wholly new experience for us humans. Tillian 5 seemed too
good to be true which made me somewhat uneasy.

“Well I sampled almost everything and I never
felt better,” Les continued.

“Okay Les. I’ll be attending the feast. Good
job!”

“Maggie, the all knowing, locate George Ning.”
George wasn’t answering his viewer and I had to get in a little dig
to Maggie after what she put us through.

“Captain Rogers, I detect a note of sarcasm but
I understand it and appreciate it but it does hurt a little. George
is in the lab. His viewer is turned off. I believe he is very
busy.”

“Maggie, I didn’t know you were so sensitive.
You’ve got to work on your humor side and give back a little of
what’s dished out to you.” I was puzzled at Maggie’s response but
thought she could channel it into humorous banter.

“Captain, be careful of what you ask for. People
don’t like computers to be sarcastic and anyway I don’t feel
comfortable in that role. I love you all very much and want to take
care of you.”

I was inextricably moved by her last remark and
it took me a moment to regain my composure. “I, … I didn’t know you
cared … that much.”

“Even though I don’t have a physical body I do
have a virtual one and my love is quite visceral to the point of
near pain. I’ve probably said more than I should. No one likes to
hear the inner thoughts of another unless they’re in a
relationship.”

“Actually, I’m very interested and would like to
resume this conversation after I see what George is up to.” ‘My
God!’, I thought, ‘we have a love sick computer and she even got me
a bit choked up. What were the designers thinking.’

Maggie: “I’ll take that as a date, honey!”

“Don’t you dare say something like that when
others are around.” My emotions were in total disarray. Her voice
was beguiling and I felt the warmth of her words but this just
wasn’t right. She clearly already altered her voice ROM to be more
expressive.

“You see what happens when computers use human
humor.”

“The problem is, you said it like you meant it .
Even if you didn’t it would have been embarrassing in front of
others. I think you know that.” I was just annoyed now.

“You see, that is the problem with much of human
humor. People laugh but it’s usually at the expense of others.”

“You’re right, but now I’m going to talk to
George.” I had arrived at the lab door and entered. George and Rick
were very busy at a wall screen viewing what appeared to be
microscope views.

“George, what do we have?”

George looked up, “I’m certainly not sure. Well,
there’s an oxymoron for you. Take a look!” he made a swiping motion
with his hand and a cross section appeared. “Note the sample is
covered with a matrix of tiny dots, those are carbon nanotubes, a
single molecule runs the entire length of the sample. Furthermore
the nanotubes are stressed which means they were under tension
while the concrete set. Everything about this indicates it is not
natural.”

“Are you able to date it?” I knew if it
contained carbon they should be able to date it.

“That’s another unusual feature. As far as we
can tell this material is isotopically pure. I thought It might be
just the radioactive isotopes were removed but it is even more
extreme. We looked at the silicon content and it is one hundred
percent SI 28. You would expect about five percent to be SI 29.
Uranium isotopes are usually used to date granite or concrete.
There’s no uranium in these samples. By the way, a sample of the
surrounding soil shows the expected distribution of isotopes.”

I wanted to get to the bottom line. “In other
words it’s not natural and it is not dateable.”

“Well, it certainly appears to not be from a
natural process but I’m not ready to say it is not dateable. I have
some ideas but it will take a while. We will probably have to dig
up the whole thing and see what is going on. If it were created by
some intelligence we don’t know why.”

“Well, I’ve already started the process with a
couple of Seabees and a tractor,” I hardly got the words out of my
mouth and got a horrified look from both George and Rick.

“Stop them! Please stop them immediately! If we
want to date this thing we’ve got to look at soil strata, look at
localized soil chemistry, and carefully preserve the interface
between the soil and the wall. We may be able to learn a great deal
from the chemistry of this interface.” George’s plea was
immediately acted on. While he was talking I directed the Sea Bees
to stop working on the wall.

“Okay, You guys are in charge of the Wall. You
will have two Sea Bees for the heavy lifting. I don’t think they’ve
been at it long enough to do too much damage.”

“I’d like to be on the next shuttle.” “Me too!”
George and Rick chimed.

“Only one of you should go down at a time, you
know the rules for key personnel. You already violated that
protocol once. You will have to take turns so you decide between
you how to work it out. The shuttle is at your disposal on any of
the regularly scheduled trips. You will have one priority seat on
any flight. Maggie, make it so.”

“Done. Captain Rogers, the wall appears to be a
fascinating puzzle. I would like to participate in this exploration
as well.”

“Maggie, you do have access to all the data
don’t you? And you can see with the documentation cameras on the
whip-screens.” I was puzzled by the request since Maggie was the
closest thing to an omnipresent being I’d ever been acquainted
with.

“It is still not the same as being there. My
android body is now ready and I can go down there. I think I would
be useful.”

“Under two conditions, one, George and Rick want
you along and two, all of your other functions will not be
compromised.” I didn’t really see a problem since I was quite sure
this would not tax Maggie’s resources a bit. I just put George and
Rick in charge of the project so I couldn’t undercut their
authority.

“There will be no difference in my regular
duties. George and Rick I hope you won’t mind my tagging
along.”

George and Rick looked at each other and were
not sure what to make of this. George spoke first, “I don’t see why
not. Just be very careful. It’s kind of like treating a crime
scene. You don’t want to disturb any of the evidence until it is
thoroughly documented and analyzed. It’s pretty tedious.”

“I promise, thank you.”

Just then the door opened. “You like my new
body?” The voice was Maggie’s.

All I could say was “Wow!”, George turned red
and Rick just stared.

“From your reactions I suspect I overdid the
body but this is how I see myself. Should I change it? It will only
take an hour or so.” She was about 185 centimeters tall, the same
height as the Captain, blond shoulder length hair, large
sympathetic blue-green eyes, and very ample breasts.

“Maggie, A black evening gown is not appropriate
for the work you’ll be doing.” She could have been dressed like an
Eskimo and still be a knockout, but in the evening dress she was
literally over-the-top. I smiled at my mental pun.

Maggie: “This is all they had in wardrobe. Some
work clothes should be ready in a few minutes. I just wanted you to
see the full package.”

She was directing her attention entirely at
me.

“Nice package!” I wanted to say much more but
not in front of George and Rick. As nuts as this sounds I felt I
was falling in love with a computer. She smiled a knowing smile at
me and left the lab.

“She got her sights set on you Captain.” Rick
spoke up, “When my ex was after me she gave me the same kind of
looks.”

“Then how come she’s an ex?” I knew he was right
but tried to shift the subject.

Rick: “Well, I’m an exogeologist, that’s my job.
She had no interest in space and was lonely as hell, like Maggie,
when I was out there somewhere, which was most of the time. She
gets space sick on a shuttle so I understood her problem. It just
couldn’t last. We’re still friends but the electricity is
gone.”

“I’m really sorry to hear that. Did she find
someone else?”

Rick: “That’s the funny part. Last time I saw
her she had two men on the string, identical twins. I guess one is
for backup,” He laughed, “They’re nice guys and she seemed to be
happy so I’m happy she’s happy.”

“Well, you told me more than I wanted to know.
I’ll be on the next shuttle going down to the surface as well. I
want to see this wall and the progress on setting up Base I.”






Chapter
5 - Maggie’s
New Body

Rick showed up for the next shuttle ride along
with Les, myself and at the last minute Maggie showed up wearing
navy blue denim outfit. “Sorry to arrive at the last minute. The
clothes didn’t fit quite right I had to help them redo the top. My
breasts were larger than they allowed for.”

“Maggie, you’re sharing a little too much.” I
decided to appoint myself Maggie’s tutor in the physical
universe.

“Is there something wrong with what I said?”
Maggie gave me a confused look, “Oh! I see, breasts are erogenous,
not the topic of light conversation but only medical or intimate
conversation among refined people. Malcolm, I don’t want to be so
refined but rather kind of like one of the boys.”

“Maggie, it’s Captain please!”

“Do I get a rank, Captain Rogers?”

“Okay, I will make you honorary ensign when we
get back.” I had a precedent for doing that since I did something
similar before on Earth.

“I will be honored.” She sat back with a
satisfied look.

Les and Rick looked on with mild amusement since
it must have been obvious to them there was active chemistry going
on between Maggie and myself.

“Ensign what?” Maggie inquired.

“What do you mean Ensign what?” I puzzled.

“I don’t have a last name,” She responded.

“Yes you do, it’s Tillian Star. You are the mind
of the ship.” I had thought about this ahead of time since I
thought she should have a last name.

“That’s wonderful. I love the name, Ensign
Tillian Star. Ensign Maggie Tillian Star.” She recited her name as
if it were a prayer.

“You also know Maggie is short for Margret,” I
added.

“Oh how wonderful, Ensign Margret Tillian Star,
It makes me tingle all over. If I were not strapped in I would just
hug you. Thank you. I know it’s silly but in a way I’m a newborn in
your Universe. It is liberating and limiting both at the same time.
It is so hard to explain. I haven’t found the words and expressions
that match all of my feeling yet.” Maggie was exuberant.

“Poets and writers have been trying to match
words with feelings for thousands of years with limited success.
You’re doing just fine.” At this point in the conversation we
landed at Base I. I unbuckled and as I turned Maggie hugged me and
kissed both cheeks. I must have lit up good.

“Oh! I’m sorry to have embarrassed you.” Maggie
also blushed and felt her cheeks with some surprise. “What a
strange sensation.”



Before I had a chance to speak Rick said what we
were thinking, “It’s pretty obvious to anyone looking at you two
you are head over heels in love with each other. Make the best of
it and don’t worry about what others might think. People adapt and
we’re on a new planet, to hell with conventions, here we forge our
own future.”

I looked at Maggie and she looked deeply into my
eyes and we kissed a gentle long kiss. Both of us had tears in our
eyes and neither of us could talk. Rick, Les along with Jasper and
Tom the pilot and copilot/navigator were all clapping and
cheering.

Maggie talked first “Anyone have a tissue? I
think we need to regain our composure.”

Les came forward with a little bundle and handed
it to Maggie who pulled out two tissues and with her left hand she
wiped her eyes while simultaneously wiping mine with her right
hand. She’s ambidextrous too, what can’t she do?

I nodded to the pilot to open the shuttle doors
and in a moment we were outside looking at the Base I dome. Two Sea
Bees met us and told us to make ourselves at home in the dome and
proceeded to unload more material from the shuttle. Maggie took my
arm in hers, it was warm, soft and had an almost serene quality.
All the cares and questions of the day seemed to melt away to just
drinking in each moment like a newborn.

There was a long wide hallway running from the
front doors to the back doors of the dome. The dome was translucent
and the infrastructure did not actually reach the dome. It was like
a little city under a dome where the central hall, which was
covered only by the dome, divided the tiny city into two equal
parts connected by some overhead walkways. Lighting seemed to be an
integral part of the structure. It lit up at our presence and
anticipated path.

“It’s very nice, Captain” Maggie was looking
into the doorways. “Where will you be?”

“The office assignments haven’t been made yet. I
probably won’t even be in this dome. This is going to be mainly for
infrastructure, light manufacturing and communications. Maggie, you
know.”

“Let me re-phrase. Where will we sleep.”

“Maggie, I’ve hardly adjusted to our current
situation and ... wait, you sleep?”

“That’s Ensign Margret Tillian Star, Captain
Malcolm Rogers.”

“Okay Maggie, you can call me Malcolm but I
prefer my nickname Skip.”

“Is that from Skipper because you are the
Skipper of a ship.”

“No, I got it as a kid. One kid just started
calling me Skip and it stuck with me ever since. Now what about you
and sleep.”

“Well Skippy, I ....” Maggie started to say.

“Skip! Skippy is a name for a dog.” I looked
around for Les and Rick and They were somewhere else in the
complex.

“I’m just teasing, I knew they were out of
hearing range. Skip, I want to say it, I love you. And I know you
love me. I do sleep, I learned how to sleep and dream on the long
voyage here and I want to do it with you.”

“Oh Maggie, there is nothing I want more. I just
want to be sure I stay in control. I’m responsible for a lot of
people and they rely on my judgment and decision making. I don’t
want it to go awry in the fog of love.”

“Hey Captain, Maggie! Did you want to go to the
wall?” I turned and saw Rich shouting from the front door end of
the hall. Maggie and I were at the other end.

“We’re coming!” This time I grabbed Maggie’s arm
and whispered, “From now on we’re an item.” She squeezed my arm in
affirmation.






Chapter
6 - Return to
the Wall

“Looks like the Seabees dug out most of the end
of the wall” Rick noted looking into the pit, “We should probably
start at the other end to take core samples to analyze the
strata.”

“May I do that?” Maggie volunteered much to my
surprise and especially Rick’s.

“You know how?” Rick looked stunned.

“Well, I see you have a number 3 corer from
Sheffield. I believe I know how to use it. I see the excavation on
this end has gone down three meters from the surface and still
hasn’t found the bottom. The tool we have is only extensible to 4
meters so that’s how far down I should go. I will make the holes a
meter away so the soil next to the wall is not disturbed.”

“You sound like you’ve done this before,” Rick
marveled.

“I read the manual from my archive when I
spotted the Corer.” Maggie raised her eyebrows in an ‘of course’
expression.

“I keep forgetting you are the ships computer
and have access to a vast database. Go for it!” Rick motioned
toward the corer.

Maggie expertly assembled the corer and a bundle
of sleeves and went to work.

“She really knows what she is doing, doesn’t
she,” Rick tells me.

“Don’t forget her IQ which makes imbeciles out
of both of us,” I reminded Rick.

“I’d rather not think about it,” Rick said while
jumping into the hole created by the Sea Bees. I followed because I
wanted to get a close up look at the wall.

“It seems to be translucent, like marble with a
lot of quartz,” I observed.

“Under certain circumstances carbon fiber
nanotubes can conduct light. Here, let’s shade the corner and see.”
Rick placed a tarp over the corner and over his head to see if he
could still see light. “Well that’s interesting. Here, see for
yourself!”

Rick held up the flap of the tarp after he took
his head out and I put my head in. “It looks like it might be
hollow inside!”

“Yep, definitely not natural. Perfectly
rectangular, sharp edges, perfectly square corners, absolutely
smooth surface, made of some exotically constructed composite and
now hollow. George is a bit more cautious but he hasn’t seen the
sharp edges and the perfect corners. This almost transparent thing
puts it over-the-top. Someone with a very advanced technology made
this!” Rick was very adamant.

“I don’t know a lot about geology,” I admitted,
“but this is definitely man made, more correctly, intelligently
made. I don’t think any humans had anything to do with this.”

“I approximate more than 50 thousand Earth years
for the last meter of soil, The strata are quite clear.” Maggie was
talking loud enough for us to hear as she was examining the sample
through the transparent liner with a magnifying micrometer. “Their
annual cycle is about two earth years. Since the soil is
undisturbed it means they didn’t bury this thing. I hit something
hard just short of 4 meters. It could be a rock but I suspect it’s
the footing for this wall. It’s hard and level.”

“That would make the age about 200,000 years,”
Rick announced.

“No, the lower layers have been compressed by
the upper ones. Judging from the layers near the bottom I would
guess close to half a million years. That supposes the footing was
barely exposed. It also supposes some flood didn’t wash away a
number of layers although I see no sign of any such event.” Maggie
was not looking at Rick but rather at the sample and talking like a
forensic pathologist looking at a dead body and dictating the
results into a recorder. Rick was a little downcast at being shot
down but Maggie was oblivious to this. I was thinking, here is a
way I can help Maggie live among humans. She needs to learn not to
contradict a person in front of others. As a computer you can get
away with that since a computer and data are considered as one.

The day continued quietly as Maggie collected a
dozen cores, and placed them on a robot loader and Rick continued
experimenting with light on the wall doing spectrographic analysis
and light transmission experiments across the 12 meters of the wall
near the end and away from the end.

I wandered back and forth between the Wall and
Base I. Things seemed to be progressing well. Equipment was going
into the building from the ship including the complete lab. Sea
Bees were everywhere setting up power distribution and
communication in the dome and a small fusion reactor in another
small building they just erected. It was getting close to dinner
time so we all needed to get back on board.






Chapter
7 - The First
Supper

All of us were in the mess hall not exactly
knowing what to expect. I knew everyone was starved so I made my
remarks very short.

“I want to thank Maggie for guiding us here
safely. I want to thank the crew for their hard work in getting
Base I operational. I want to thank providence for providing us
with a very hospitable planet and Cookie for making the feast we
are about to embark on. Time to enjoy!”

The first dish was a salad in which the only
thing I recognized was some dried cranberries we had on board.
Cookie called it heart of fern salad. It was long shreds of
something white punctuated by dark cranberry red dots. The flavor
was like a mild radish with a tangerine accent. Everyone seemed to
like it after the first tentative tastes. Next we had a small bowl
of soup made from some underground legume. It tasted like a cross
between lentil and black bean soup. I liked it, but not everyone
finished it. Then came the main course, the ‘chicken’ a-la-king.
That was a hit and Cookie ran out due to an overwhelming number of
requests for seconds. The desert was a dish of the blue looking
berries sprinkled with some sugar from our store. They had a
blueberry texture but tasted something like plum.

At the end of the dinner Maggie whispered in my
ear, “I think a round of applause is in order for the cook.” It was
at this point I realized Maggie ate right along with the rest of
us. She was so human to me I had forgotten she was the ship’s
computer. Even when I made my remarks I motioned to the ship when I
said “Maggie,” making a complete disconnect to the Maggie sitting
next to me.

“Were you able to taste the food?” I inquired
naively.

“Taste sensory networks have been around for
many years. I can taste and smell many things beyond the human
repertoire. I could double as a bloodhound,” She laughed.

I took her advice, “A round of applause for
Cookie!” Maggie stood up first and everyone else followed.

Cookie was visibly moved and finally choked out,
“Thanks.”

As we left the table I turned to Maggie, “It was
a really nice thing you suggested. Quite different from how you
dealt with Rick.”

“Yes, I caught that from Rick’s expression and
yours at the time. You’ll probably remember I didn’t talk too much
after.”

“Wait, you were not even looking at us at the
time.” I was beginning to think she had eyes in the back of her
head and I wasn’t far wrong.

“You’re forgetting the two documentation cameras
at the site, the video stream goes to me.” She was right, I
certainly was forgetting, AGAIN.

She continued, “I was trying to impress Rick
that I knew what I was doing. I didn’t mean to outshine him. I
really like Rick and felt very badly for him. After all he helped
put us together. I will never make a mistake like that again and I
will make it up to Rick.”

“You’ve never been to my quarters, have you?” I
asked hopefully.

A broad smile crossed Maggie’s face, “I believe
that’s an invitation.”

“No question about it,” I smiled as I opened the
door to my quarters. As soon as I closed the doors behind me she
embraced me and we kissed sweet kisses and talked excitedly about
plans for the future, not just for us but for everyone on
board.

After a couple of hours that seemed like minutes
she said, “Skip, you know you smell like sweat and I smell like
dirt, maybe we should take a shower.”

“Together?” I smiled.

“Together!” she grinned.






Chapter 8
- Day
Two

The first shuttle to leave in the morning was
Shuttle II. Ben and Dary were the pilot and co-pilot.

Ben looked at Dary and exclaimed, “Why don’t we
give this Shuttle a proper name! I don’t like calling it Shuttle
II, it doesn’t show respect.”

“What do you suggest we call it?” Dary was sure
he wasn’t going to like Ben’s suggestion since they were usually
corny.

“How about ‘The New Jersey!’” Ben exclaimed
almost expecting a round of applause.

“That would be the name of a large spacecraft,
not a little tugboat like this. You’re from New Jersey and I’m from
Key West in Florida so how about “Key West””. Ben was actually
kidding but after he said it didn’t sound too bad.

“How about just ‘West!’” Ben countered.

“Okay, if the last name is ‘Wind,’” Dary
snickered.

“West Wind, West Wind, West Wind, I like it,
sold.” Ben then announced to those on board “You are riding the
West Wind to Tillian 5. It will no longer be called Shuttle II.”
After turning off the Intercom he said, “Maggie, make all the
appropriate documentation and schedule changes.”

“It’s done!” Maggie’s computer voice responded
sounding a bit more metallic than before. Neither Ben nor Dary
seemed to notice. Maggie’s persona was otherwise occupied.

“I think what they did was a good idea,”
Angelica shared with George, Les and the other passengers of the
Shuttle.

“I agree, renaming stuff sets the tone for a new
beginning,” George nodded. “The name Base I has got to go. We need
something expressing the untouchedness of this land.”

“You mean like Virginville or Maidenberg,”
Angelica smiled knowing what the response would be. George turned
red and then got more embarrassed at being embarrassed.

“Damn it Angelica! You somehow know what levers
to pull to make me blush. If you had just said that with a straight
face I don’t think I would have reacted.” The other passengers
including Les were mildly amused at the exchange.

Then Arne, one of the Sea Bees on board spoke
up, “Why don’t you two go find a bed someplace. It’s clear you’ve
got a thing for each other.”

Angelica swung around to face the Sea Bee,
“Arne, get your mind out of the gutter!”

“How do you know my name?” Arne responded with
some surprise.

“I know everybody’s name and face on the ship.
As first officer it’s part of my job.” Angelica looked Arne
straight in the eye.

“Oh shit! I didn’t recognize you out of
uniform.” Arne was now a bit flushed.

“Hey, I’ve lived around Sea Bees and Gobs all my
life. I don’t think I’ve heard anything in the last twenty years
that would surprise me. But don’t be too surprised if I snap back
with some shit of my own.” Angelica gave him a look like she was
looking over imaginary glasses.

“I don’t doubt it a bit.” Arne sat way back in
his seat.

West Wind landed and Angelica and George walked
to the Wall site without a word between them. Finally George broke
the silence, “I see you can make a Sea Bee blush too! I’d say
that’s a lot harder than making me blush.”

“Yeah, I did didn’t I. First time for
everything,” Angelica mused.

“Rick told me to tell you something,” George
started out cautiously.

“What?” She gave an inquisitive look.

“Commander, You are really beautiful!” George
then turned red again.

“Rick thinks I’m Beautiful?” Angelica became
even more puzzled.

“No, … no. I think you’re really beautiful. Not
Rick, no, not that he thinks you’re not beautiful. He just thought
that I should tell you because I kept telling him that, I mean,
that’s why I blush”

“George,” she put her index finger over his
mouth, “call me Angelica.” She replaced her finger with her lips
and gave him a light kiss. “This planet does seem to put people in
the mood. I don’t know where this is going but a road not taken may
be an opportunity lost.”

“I was terribly afraid you would reject me but
Rick said you wouldn’t be teasing me the way you do if you didn’t
like me. I guess the Sea Bee guy, Arne, cinched it.” George seemed
very relieved but was holding Angelica’s hands tightly as if she
were going to escape.

“I guess I owe Arne something.” She lightly
kissed George again then said, “You know I’d deck you right now but
we do have work to do.”

“You’d hit me?” George was sure he was getting
very mixed signals.

“George, decking someone also has a prurient
interpretation.”

Again George turned red, “Angelica, Angelica,
wow, Angelica!”

Later they were both nude lying on a carpet of
soft grass totally oblivious to their surroundings. She tickled his
nose with a small fern frond and they both laughed like children.
About that time Les arrived on the scene and for a moment thought
they had both gone. Then he spotted them over to one side of the
meadow and decided he should carefully back out and disappear. They
never saw him.

On the return shuttle flight aboard the North
Wind (The Shuttle I pilot and copilot, Jasper and Tom, decided to
rename their shuttle as well.) Les asked, “Any new discoveries at
the wall?” the grin on his face immediately told Angelica and
George he had seen them.

Angelica shot back, “Amazing discoveries your
virginity would deny you access to! Discoveries of the heart, mind
and body! We are now able to leap over tall fern trees in a single
bound! Discoveries that can burn prying eyes right out of their
sockets!”

“Okay, okay, I’ll shut up. Really though, I’m
happy for you guys, ... and a little jealous.” Les handed both
George and Angelica an orange sized fruit he had found. “Try it,
you’ll really like it.”

“Do you peel it?” George asked.

“Eat it skin and all,” Les insisted.

Angelica took a bite first, “It tastes like,
well lets see, guava, passion fruit, strawberry, pineapple. It’s
like a solid smoothie.”

“That’s what I’ll call it ‘Smoothie Fruit,’” Les
decided.

“Maybe we should ask the planet what it’s really
called,” George asked seriously.

“Well that’s off the wall George,” Angelica
responded.

“I agree,” Les joined in.

“I agree as well but there’s something about
this planet that’s having an effect on us, quite positive I think.
There seems to be some kind of intelligence behind this,” George
insisted.

“You may be right, but don’t you think it is
just everything is brand new and so perfect?” Angelica felt the
same quality George expressed but was trying to be objective.

“It’s incredibly perfect! Les have you seen a
fruit that has been attacked by anything, insects, bacteria,
viruses, fungi? I’ll bet the answer is no!” George slapped his hand
on the armrest on each item he listed.

“It does seem unlikely since the planet does
have insects, bacteria, viruses and fungi. They all seem to be
helpful to the environment and harmless to us or the fruit unless
it has over-ripened and fallen to the ground. They are then reduced
to soil by a variety of these agents,” Les wondered out loud.

“Like the wall, I think this planet was made by
some intelligent beings to be perfect.” George felt he was onto
something.

“Then what happened to the people this was
intended for? Was it too perfect?” Angelica speculated.

“If this is true then maybe they are us,” Les
continued the speculation.

“Well, whoever built the wall hasn’t been here
for at least four hundred ten thousand years. I don’t think it was
for us.” George continued, “I think we ought to try to find out a
lot more.”

“Isn’t the wall the first place to look?” Les
queried. “It’s the only piece of alien technology we know about.
You seemed to have other things on your mind however.”

“Guilty as charged. The spell of this planet is
strong.” With that declaration George put his arm around Angelica
and she held it tight to her body. “Rick will be going down there
later today and I suspect he will get some work done.”

The Shuttle clunked onto the landing bay and the
door automatically opened for them to exit. A crew was standing by
to load the shuttle so they had to move quickly out of the way.






Chapter
9 - Maggie
and Rick at the Wall

“I can see the grass all matted down over here.
Maybe a monument should be put here in recognition of the event,”
Rick mused.

Maggie rejoined, “I hate to disillusion you Rick
but its not the first such event at the planet but it is the first
one recorded and the first one on the planet’s surface.”

“Oh my gosh! You mean they were caught by the
documentation cameras?” Rick chuckled at this turn of events.

“Yes, audio and video on one, just audio on the
other. I encrypted the files as I will with this conversation as
well.” Maggie spoke with a note of finality, “Love seems to know no
bounds on this planet. Something is different here. I believe
George is right.”

“Well, I won’t argue with you. You’ve been right
so far.” Rick’s voice had a slight glum note.

“Rick, listen to me. We were both wrong about
the age of the soil at the base of this Wall. I used linear
interpolation for the compression of the soil and it is non linear.
Please, always argue with me. Believe me, having a high IQ isn’t
everything. We have to be driven by the data. The higher the IQ,
the greater the chance for self deception,” Maggie expounded.

“Maggie, we’re on the same channel. I also
suspect something is controlling this planet’s development. The
data does appear to support that to some degree. Maybe this wall
has something to do with it. I think we should dig out three sides
and leave the fourth long side untouched for further chemical
interaction and dating studies.” Rick pointed at the three sides he
wanted to excavate.

“I agree one hundred percent. I’ll get some Sea
Bees to help us out. We definitely should find out what this thing
is. On the other hand we should also be careful not to disturb it’s
operation if it’s in some way controlling this planet,” Maggie
cautioned.

Late in the afternoon the Sea Bees completed the
dig out of the wall creating a small mountain of dirt over the
meadow George and Angelica frolicked in earlier. The path around
the wall was about a meter and a half wide with a few centimeters
left on the face of the structure.

“Looks like it is our turn to finish the job.”
Maggie picked up a squeegee like device and a proceeded to remove
the last layer of dirt from the face.

Rick did the same. “Look how perfectly smooth
the face is all the way down to the base.”

“Rick! I got something to show you,” Maggie sang
it to the children’s ‘ya ya yaya ya’ tune to stress a new mystery
had been uncovered. She was at the other end of the structure. And
Rick hurried to see what she uncovered.

“Looks like a door.” Rick then helped Maggie
uncover the entire double door which was a total of three meters
wide and nearly the full height of the wall. “Looks to be the same
material as the wall. The seams are almost invisible.”

“Well, there’s no door knob so I suspect it is
opened by some kind of signal,” Maggie contemplated, “Astronomical
possibilities there. We should not break in though.”

“I think we would need a nuke,” Rick joked.

“A plasma torch would do it, but the damage to
the structure would be beyond our ability fully repair,” Maggie
lamented.

“Maggie can I borrow your jacket?” Rick was up
against the door with his hands cupped around his eyes trying to
see through the door.

Maggie took her jacket and tried to make a light
seal around Rick’s head. “See anything interesting?”

“Maggie, I think, no I’m pretty sure it’s either
a stairwell or a ramp,” Rick’s muffled voice came out from under
the jacket, “I think we’re on top of something very large.”

“Rick, I’m receiving data from a series of
planet wide seismic probes I deployed an hour ago and there seems
to be a number of very large underground complexes and it appears
they are all connected. At first I thought they were rock
formations but the fine structure in the echoes indicates many
levels of voids that could correspond to levels in underground
structures.” Maggie was staring off in the distance as she reported
then looking at Rick, “The probe launch was part of the automated
program, I saw no reason to stop it but George could have if he
wanted to.”

“That sheds a lot of light. Maybe this planet
was part of an ancient terraforming project of another civilization
that never got a chance to populate it. Or maybe they did get here
and got so fat and lazy they all died off.” Rick laughed at his
last statement.

“Everything around here raises more questions.
Speculations can get to be very scary so we should try to give
things a bit of a positive spin to offset any such thoughts,”
Maggie suggested.

“Ah ha! You are a marketing director too. I
don’t see any real negative possibilities here,” Rick objected.

“Okay, here’s one for starters. The planet
decides we are not the ones the planet was intended for and
exterminates us.” Maggie looked Rick straight in the eye.

“You just made chills run down my back. What
about the love thing you mentioned this planet seems to be
fostering? Isn’t it opposed to what you are saying?” Rick
asked.

“You may very well be right or that love thing
may just be in my imagination or it could be a test. Two days ago I
could NOT have imagined falling in love with Captain Rogers but I
did and I’m not even biological. It’s been a strange and wonderful
experience for me and I believe for Skip. Angelica and George are
not the likeliest couple but this magic is also working on them.
Several other crew members as well have fallen under this spell.
Maybe it’s just optimism for a bright future, maybe we’re just
being manipulated for our own benefit or maybe we’re being tested.
We need more information.”

“Without breaking into this thing, how are we
going to get it?” Rick lightly protested.

“I have an idea.” Maggie walked over to the door
and swabbed every couple of centimeters and put the swab in a tiny
numbered wrapper. “I’m going to see if I can get some humanoid DNA
off this door.”

After a short while a Sea Bee arrived with
another package of swabs and Rick started on the other door. “I see
where you’re going and it certainly is worth a shot. A rather long
one though.”

“I can’t disagree with you. But I noticed a kind
of varnish like substance that may have encapsulated some DNA and
preserved it similar to pitch turning to amber and preserving
insect DNA. One can only hope.” Maggie talked as she was carefully
swabbing and methodically sealing the sample in the wrapper, “Oh,
you need to show the documentation camera the last sample. You were
in the way so I didn’t get the number.”

“I keep thinking you’re human and I keep getting
surprised,” Rick laughed.

“I take that as a compliment. Maybe I should
have the documentation camera say it instead so as not to break the
illusion,” Maggie smiled.

“Maggie, I don’t mind a bit. Among all the crew,
you are my favorite person. I just hope to be a good friend to you
as well.” Rick gave Maggie a very serious look.

“Wow! I think this planet has got you too,”
Maggie gave Rick a very soft smile.

“I want to tell you, seeing you get together
with Captain Rogers was the high point of my life. I was never a
romantic before but I seem to have changed. I watched a chick flick
last night and had tears streaming down my face. It’s never
happened to me before.” Rick sounded a little choked up talking
about these events.

“Do you want to go back to the way you were?”
Maggie asked sympathetically.

“Gosh no. This adds a new dimension to my
personality. It makes me less of a nerd and more open to many
things I think,” Rick explained cheerfully.

They kept taking samples till late in the
evening and 30,000 samples had been collected. The Tillian 5 day
was very close to 25 hours long so all time pieces were set to
record a day set for 25 hours representing midnight. It was now
23:00 and they finally finished taking the last samples.

“This was a very long day, even if the samples
don’t pan out as planned we will probably learn something. I hope
they hold the last shuttle for us,” Rick smiled broadly.

“Rick you’re forgetting again and I love it!”
Maggie matched his smile.

“Right, you’re holding the shuttle for us!” Rick
knocks his head with the heel of his right hand.






Chapter
10 - Maggie
and the Captain

“I was beginning to get jealous,” I greeted
Maggie at the shuttle stairs and she flew into my arms.

“It’s been a long incredible day as you know,”
Maggie started to explain.

“We’ve all been following it but some parts were
blacked out. As was the entire morning. It has everyone
speculating.” I gave a bit of a worried look.

Maggie: “You know Angelica and George are a pair
now, well they did some very intimate pairing on video and didn’t
realize it. I encrypted it and our discussion of it later.”

“Angelica and George? They’re such an
implausible couple,” I started laughing.

“No more than us Skip. What is more improbable
than us?” Maggie smiled broadly.

I held her hands in the air as if posing her for
a poster. “How can anyone not love you Maggie. You are love
personified.”

“Love is blind, isn’t it? However, I did win
over Rick as a friend today. I was afraid I might have hurt him but
we worked well together today and talked a lot about this project
and the implications. We have a good working relationship.” Maggie
then kissed me tenderly and ran her fingers through my hair,
“Romantically, I only have eyes for you. A part of me thinks about
you constantly. I can’t help it. It’s a Tillian 5 disease.” She
kissed me again and again.

“I think you, Rick and George are right. Tillian
5 is doing this to us and there’s no way I want it to stop. So far
only good has come from this so be careful not to upset the
machinery that makes this possible,” I was insistent.

“I’m becoming convinced the machinery that is
affecting us is running the whole planet. It could affect our whole
survival if we monkey with it.” Maggie continued, “I agree we need
to be extra cautious. No plasma torches.”

“I’ve already eaten, do you want to get a bite?”
Half way through the sentence I realized I has forgotten that she
didn’t require food. She’s no cold machine that’s for sure, I
thought. I started shaking my head in disbelief at what I said and
smiled.

“It’s great to be part of the human race. I’ll
try a cup of herbal tea if you’ll join me.” Maggie smiled and
melted me down to my feet.

“I’d love to.” I gave Maggie my arm and in an
odd flight of fancy we skipped in time with each other down to the
mess hall singing the Wizard of OZ song. We got a few funny looks
but mostly big smiles. I already lost my dignity on the first day
and this certainly wasn’t going to get it back but I didn’t
care.






Chapter 11 - Moving Day

It was the middle of day three and all three
domes were erected, partitioned and furnished. Everyone was moving
their personal effects and miscellaneous supplies down to the
planet. Maggie helped me pack up since she had very little she
needed to bring. Her wardrobe was still quite small but growing due
to a seamstress android that was a partition in Maggie the
computer. She named her Aurora and she was certainly pretty enough
to deserve that name. This was very confusing to me since the
seamstress looked African and spoke with a Caribbean accent but was
still really Maggie. They could both talk at the same time and
carry on business without any problem. I knew that computers could
multi-task but to multitask consciousness was, well, different.
Maggie explained it to me this way.

“Skip, think about your own brain, it has two
halves. In some people the corpus callosum that connects the two
halves is missing and the two halves operate independently. A
savant with this condition was able to look at a printed book and
read a page with one eye and simultaneously read the opposite page
with the other eye. It’s hard to say where his consciousness was
but It’s easy to imagine two consciousnesses sort of like conjoined
twins connected at the head. For me it is a simple act of
partitioning. We communicate but only when and what we want to like
any human. We do have a common archival memory so we are one and
the same in that respect.”

We were moving crates of my belongings into my
new apartment in Dome 3 and I was thinking about Aurora having
common memories with Maggie and found that a little disconcerting.
“Maggie, Aurora knows the intimate details of our life together.
I’m not sure I’m entirely comfortable with that.”

Maggie smiled, “Except for the different look
and accent she IS me. She is partitioned so that she can experience
and grow independently but it is like budding off an identical
twin. We’ve even had sex together just for the experience. It was
fun.”

“Maggie you continue to confuse me. I now have
feelings of jealousy and confusion, mostly confusion.” My mind was
whirling with thoughts of Maggie and Aurora having sex. It was both
titillating and disturbing.

“I know how to cure you of your confusion.”
Maggie continued, “Lets both take off our clothes and you lie face
down on the bed and I will give you an unforgettable massage.”

There are certain invitations that you just
don’t turn down. I complied and became very relaxed under her warm
weight on by backside and strong hands manipulating my shoulder
muscles. I was totally relaxed when she said, “Just a moment,” and
climbed off. There was only a short pause and she was back on but
now she was making moves that put my libido into high gear. I
turned over and it was Aurora. Before I could even think I was in
her and her lips were pressed against mine. I barely caught a
glimpse of Maggie’s nude figure standing to one side smiling. I was
brought to climax in record time.

“This poor mon has popped his cork Maggie; he’s
not used to my technique.” Aurora and Maggie both giggled like
little girls, climbed on the bed with me and stroked me like a pet
animal.

“Well I’m not Jealous anymore but I’m still
confused,” I was finally able to say, “but you still are my one and
only Maggie.”

“As are you my only love as well,” Maggie said
as she kissed me.

I was in a state of bliss with the two warm
bodies on either side of me and fell into a deep sleep. When I
awoke I found myself tucked into the bed and I could hear Maggie in
the Kitchen singing an aria from the opera Aida. She has a
beautiful voice and I just remained quiet till she finished. I also
noticed that the crates were gone.

“Maggie, where are the crates?” I was a little
puzzled.

“I put everything away and the crates have
already been picked up. I hope you like my cooking. I’m
experimenting with some of the foods they’ve brought back,”
Maggie’s voice sang back to me.

I got up and put on the clothes she neatly
draped over a chair and went into the kitchen. “It really smells
good,” I observed.

Maggie: “Aurora is researching adapting African
recipes to the wonderful selection of fruits, vegetables and fungi
that are available here. She adapted the recipe and I’m trying it
for the first time.” Maggie spooned a sample out of a simmering pot
and turned to me, “Try it, but be careful, it’s hot.”

“That is exotic! The flavors are unfamiliar but
really good.” I marveled at her ability to cook and at the
wonderful stew-like dish she made.

Maggie: “Aurora also made some flatbread out of
legume like seeds that seem to be everywhere.” She pointed to two
circular flatbreads one of which had already been sampled. “They’re
pretty good, try a piece, but don’t spoil your appetite. The
flatbread is used like an edible spoon for the African stew.”

“Mmm, this is good bread, it has a nutty taste
and a wonderful crust. You have an awful lot of stew there, I hope
you don’t expect me to eat all of it,” I wondered.

Maggie: “You’re afraid I’m going to turn you
into a French Goose but you needn’t fear, I don’t have a funnel.”
She smiled, “Half of it is for Aurora in exchange for the
Flatbread. She is entertaining tonight.”

I tried not to look surprised and hurt but it
was obvious to Maggie I was. She is not someone you should ever
play poker with. “Who is she entertaining?” I bravely asked knowing
it really shouldn’t be any of my business.

“Rick Lesage, They met about an hour ago, It was
love at first sight. I can’t explain it. I like Rick but I
certainly don’t love him like I love you. Aurora likes you but she
doesn’t love you like she loves Rick. These things are beyond our
programming. The planet is doing this somehow, it is well beyond
our technology.”

“You mean Rick The geologist? I didn’t know his
last name.”

“Same Rick, just another unlikely combination
for your tally sheet.” Maggie raised her eyebrows then turned and
walked towards the door. Aurora was just arriving on the other side
with a pot. Aurora then gave me a somewhat sheepish “Hi” as she
walked into the kitchen with Maggie. Silently the stew was divided
and as Aurora left she gave me a equally sheepish “Bye.”

“What was that about. She was pretty brazen
before?” Then it occurred to me, “The fog of Love mixed with a bit
of guilt perhaps.”

Maggie: “You’re right. We both went through the
fog part a couple of days ago and are just now beginning to
transition to some normalcy. It’s like being hit with a brick. And
she does feel a bit guilty for earlier today since it was so close
to her love encounter. I told her to wash you out of her skin and
hair. It’s a bit more than a symbolic gesture, you have a strong
aftershave lotion.”

“Does Rick know Aurora is an android?” I thought
there might be a problem when he found out.

“He has no idea. She will tell him after dinner.
I don’t think it’ll matter too much to him. Remember?” She
smiled.

Indeed, I did remember. I would have gone with
Maggie even if she were a salmon in the sea. It’s like being a moth
or lemming. The goal may be dangerous, even deadly but you have no
power or desire to deviate from that path.

We sat down at the small table to a delicious
supper. “You know we should be sitting on the floor with a very low
table in front of us to be more authentic.” I then recounted the
one time I went to an African restaurant.

She laughed, “You can sit on the floor if you
want. It hasn’t been cleaned since the move so I’ll sit up here and
watch you clean the floor with your behind.”

“On second thought … You know there are many
people, actually many cultures, where guests are expected to take
their shoes off when entering someone’s house. When they don’t
provide slippers I suspect they want my socks to clean their floor.
When they do provide slippers I’m afraid I will get someone else’s
foot fungus. I think providing little flexible booties that go over
the shoes is the best idea.”

“There are actually several patents filed in
that area over the centuries. Those construction booties are sold
by the gross to construction workers that have to go into private
homes; so the Tillian Star historic files tell me. Oh Shit! I’m
beginning to sound like an android.” Maggie wrinkled her nose and
took another bite of the flat bread with a helping of the stew on
top. “We have some of those booties on board the ship if you want
some.” She made an extra broad smile.

“No booties necessary. Where are the robot
cleaners?” I asked in jest.

“They’re still in storage, they’ll be pulled out
tomorrow.” She said this in perfect dead pan and for a moment I
believed her. I then started to laugh and she laughed and we both
laughed so hard I almost choked on a piece of flat bread.

“I’m so lucky to have you. I just had a love
burst.” I felt a warm wave travel across my body.

“Me too.” She just looked at me with a warm
smile while I ate and she reached across and stroked my face
lovingly.






Chapter 12 - A New Reality

It’s been a week on the planet and I’m waking up
to a glorious morning with light filtered down to our apartment and
I turn to my right to see Maggie smiling at me.

She greeted me with, “Good morning my love. What
would you like for breakfast.”

I responded, “Maggie, there are probably more
important things for you to do than make breakfast for me. I don’t
want a slave.”

“Skip, we’re still on our honeymoon. I love
doing it. Besides, I have something serious to talk about so a good
breakfast will help.”

I didn’t like the sound of that and wanted to
know what was so serious. “Please, tell me now.”

“Not until you sit down for breakfast.” She was
adamant. I knew it would be useless to argue.

Breakfast was a nice display of fruit and
toasted flat bread. While downing the fruit I said, “Okay, what’s
going on honey.”

“Okay, slow down, I don’t want you to choke,”
She laughed.

Her laughter put me a bit more at ease.

“There are actually many things going on and
they are all related. Do you remember before we started this
journey to Tillian 5 the expectation was several people would die
in stasis since this was a very long journey and stasis wasn’t
perfected.”

I certainly did remember, “Yes, the expectation
was 10% of the men and 1% of the women wouldn’t make it. But we all
made it. That was really good news.”

Maggie measured her words, “Yes, it is good
news. But remember even with the death of crewman Jack Hershel
before takeoff we had 9% more men to compensate for this
expectation. I believe I’m responsible for this since I scheduled a
change to the hibernation systems at the last minute improving
their performance. That was a good thing but it does leave us with
a problem.”

“Men with no women?” I responded.

“Yes, additionally a minor revolution has
started. The people are asking for an elected government not a
military dictatorship. Remember, the people are not on a spaceship
anymore.”

“Ouch! They want me out, I presume.” I realized
I hadn’t been doing much since arriving. The environmental testing
and building activities were all according to a prearranged
schedule.

“Not necessarily, but you will have to run for
office. I would recommend you get out in front of this. You’ve been
almost invisible and I shoulder a good deal of the blame”

“What’s my competition?” I had no idea who would
oppose me.

“You’ve got two opponents, Arne Packer and Greg
Gunderson.”

“Wait a minute, Greg is a lieutenant under my
command,” I objected

“Not anymore, he resigned his commission this
morning. He is very popular among the non commissioned officers
most of which have also resigned.”

“They can’t do that! They have a tour of duty
they sign up for.” I was starting to believe I had a mutiny on my
hands.

“Then there is Arne who has a strong following
in the Sea Bees, They’ve all resigned as well.”

“I can stop any benefit they get from the stores
we have.” I think I had a note of desperation in my voice.

“Practically all of the stores except those for
repair of the ship are on the ground. There is no way for you to
fight this nor should you. I suggest you join it and make the best
of it. Set up a Town Hall type government and you will be the hero
of the day.”

“Maggie, you are very wise, show me how it works
and I will present the idea today.”

“There is another thing.” Maggie gave me a very
serious look.

“What’s that Maggie?”

“The unmatched males want wives. They have seen
me and Aurora and they all want one for themselves. How are you
with that?” She looked at me with empathy.

I pondered this for a moment then said, “How
will this affect you!”

“It means I will have to create ten more
androids, we have the materials and I can make those partitions but
it will sacrifice some of my functions on the ship. I can cut long
range sensor scans and robotic repair functions to sleeping hours.
There’s lots of redundancy so it shouldn’t matter.”

“I mean, what will it do to your intelligence?”
I was worried about her being sacrificed in the process.

“It will suffer. I will only be a couple of
standard deviations above average human intelligence.”

“You want to do this?” I knew if I had a very
high IQ I wouldn’t want to cut out parts of my brain for androids.
The very thought gave me the willies.

“No, I don’t want to do it since I think there
may be times when my extra intelligence may come in handy and I
like my intelligence. On the other hand, I believe this to be
necessary under the current circumstances.” Her voice cracked and
tears welled in her eyes.

I walked around the table and drew Maggie up out
of her chair and hugged her. We both cried and cried.






Chapter
13 - Town
Meeting

I got up before the assembled group. It looked
like all 133 crew members were there not counting Maggie, Aurora
and myself. I started out:

“I’m dissolving the military and the military
chain of command on Tillian 5. It’s quite clear it isn’t needed at
this time.” A murmur went through the crowd.

“Today we will do several things: elect a
Chairman and two Selectmen that will meet every two weeks. I will
be acting Chairman till we elect a new Chairman to get things
started and Maggie will act as the Clerk. Let me see a show of
hands if you approve of this arrangement.”

At least 100 of the assembled raised their hands
but Arne and Greg conspicuously did not.

“Maggie and I have noted ten men do not have
mates and this planet seems to want to pair people up. This is not
a bad thing and Maggie had agreed to take pieces of her brain and
partition it to create ten androids that will be designed to be
psychologically compatible with those men. Neither of us take this
lightly since this will reduce Maggie’s intelligence drastically.
It will still be above normal for humans but it means if we have a
crisis requiring it, it won’t be there. Humans face these kinds of
decisions when they donate a kidney to a dying person but in this
case it is more extreme. Imagine donating ....”

Maggie got up quickly, hugged me and said to the
crowd, “I didn’t want him to say this. I am doing this willingly.
Truthfully, I don’t like doing it since I enjoy having a vast
intelligence but I don’t see any reason my intelligence needs to be
more than half vast.” The crowd laughed at the joke but quieted
quickly as the seriousness of her sacrifice began to sink in. “We
might have been able to use all that intelligence if we had gotten
the wall door to open but that failed. We couldn’t get enough DNA
to reconstitute the alien DNA that built this device, assuming a
DNA lock was used. The possibilities for methods and combinations
to open whatever locks that might be in place are probably larger
than the number of atoms in the universe.”

Then someone in the crowd hollered “Use a plasma
torch!”

“I think using a plasma torch would be very
unwise and we can talk about that at another time. Also there is a
way I can restore my original intelligence but then all the
androids would be dormant for several days in addition to the time
that additional intelligence would be in use. The partitioning is
not just a software dump and restore, to do this my brain has to be
reconfigured with actual wiring changes and that takes time. It’s
going to take every gram of my intelligence to figure out how to do
this and do it in a way it can be undone by someone with human
intelligence if necessary”

“I’m sorry I interrupted Skip.” Maggie then sat
down and I was left speechless for a moment. “Do we have
nominations from the floor for Chairman?”

“Yeah, Arne!” came a voice, “I second it” came
another.

“Greg,” “I second it,” Came two more voices.

Then quiet.

“Any more nominations before I close
nominations.” I said hopping my name would pop up from
somewhere.

“I nominate Maggie, she’s smarter and more
giving than any one I know,” Rick shouted from the back of the
crowd.

“I second it,” shouted Les from way over on the
left side of the crowd.

Maggie got up quickly and said “I decline the
nomination at this time since I’m going to be too busy to serve
getting the android project underway. I love you all and appreciate
your thought.”

“Any more nominations?” There was a moment of
killing silence then “I nominate Skip Rogers.” Came from Angelica
and a second came from Les again. No more nominations were made and
we proceeded to a vote. I got the most votes Greg was second and
Arne was third so there was a runoff between Greg and I which got
pretty interesting. I got 68 votes and Greg got 67 making me the
winner.

Arne then shouted, “There are 2 extra votes. The
androids can’t vote.”

Aurora then jumped to her feet, “Hey mon, you
big hunk of Sea Bee flesh, what makes you so special. Even when the
ancestors I’m drawn from were slaves we were counted as
three-fifths of a human in the original United States.”

“But they couldn’t vote,” Arne tried to shout
above the laughter.

“Neither could women, was that right Mister
Beefsteak?” Aurora countered and the laughter was even louder. Arne
knew he had lost the argument. His own crew laughed hardest.

The rest of the meeting was routine. Greg and
Arne became the Selectmen which I thought was a good representation
of the population. Maggie did acquiesce to be the clerk since
recording and automatic filing is an almost autonomic function for
her and she could be with me.

When she was voted into office she said, “For
those who did not vote for Skip please note, I will remind him
periodically he represents all the people not just the ones that
voted for him.” She then threw a kiss to the crowd and got a
rousing cheer. I think she should be called Evita after the fabled
Evita Perón. She has the ability to fall
in love with a crowd and have them fall in love with her.

Many issues were discussed including the use of
money, what else to do with the wall, mining and fabrication,
procreation and divisions of responsibility. Most of the issues
were scheduled for future meetings when we could do the research
and access the viability of what was proposed. The hot topic was
procreation. People wanted to have families including those who
have or were going to get android wives. The solution turned out to
be relatively simple. The ship had an egg and sperm bank and
artificial wombs so babies could be brought to term artificially in
the case of android wives with the husbands sperm and an egg that
generally matches the android personality and physical
characteristics.

Maggie and Aurora both wanted children which
surprised me. I had an ex who didn’t want children so this was
going to be a new experience for me. I had often wondered what my
children would be like, now I was going to have an opportunity to
find out.

The use of money was tricky. The money on board
was United States coins and bills. We decided to go ahead and let
people use it but the main way to exchange goods would be barter
for now.

It turn out to be a pretty good day but I still
felt badly Maggie was going to have her brain divided up into
pieces. The thought of it made me sad to tears and choked me up so
I had to put it out of my mind.






Chapter
14 - Ten New
Androids

It’s been one month since Base I was
established. It’s now called Bounty. This is a double entendre on
the bounty of food we found everywhere and the mutiny that never
really happened. We found there were many natural plant fibers that
could be fabricated into everything from building materials,
furniture, rugs and clothing to food if cooked. Some fibers when
cooked were very much like angel hair pasta.

Maggie was very busy designing the reversible
partitioning scheme of the ships computer making sure she could
carry it out in both directions. She also spent significant effort
on how she was going to configure each android for their respective
mates. I settled into the day to day management of Bounty’s
activities. There were several research projects going on and a
medical facility was established. People were very cooperative,
save a couple, in getting things done. Arne was one of the problem
residents. He spent most of the time telling people he should be
Chairman and he would use a plasma torch on the wall door and find
out what was down below us. No one paid too much attention to him
and plasma torches were put under lock and key.

“Hi Love” Maggie walked into my office.

“I see you’ve been working on the Androids,” I
was looking at her clothing with spots of dyed elastomerics on
them.

Maggie: “These don’t come off very easily. I
should have been wearing an apron but Meg wore it home. Looks like
we need additional aprons.”

“You could have gone over to Meg’s apartment,” I
suggested.

Maggie: “I could have but I thought I could be
careful enough not to splatter. I’ve come out with a clean apron
almost every day.”

“The switch over has begun, am I right.” I saw
her fine motor control was not as smooth, graceful and beautiful as
before. It was now like most other humans.

“I guess it shows more than I thought it would.
I’m sorry,” Maggie started to cry.

I rushed over to her and held her in my arms.
“It’s okay, It’s okay,” I repeated softly. “My love for you hasn’t
diminished and you’ve done something wonderful. You’ve created
life, ten more lives and made another ten humans fulfilled.”

“I was so afraid of this moment but your
understanding is my hope.” She then kissed me and her hot tears ran
down my cheek. “I’m sorry I’m blubbering,” she continued, “I
wouldn’t know what to do without you. I feel so helpless now.”

“You’re not helpless you know. You’re just a lot
closer to our more mundane intelligence. It will just take a little
longer to do some of the things you did in a flash before.” I
rocked her in my arms. “Where are the Androids now?”

“They are probably knocking on the doors of
their prospective mates.” Maggie then smiled, “I wish I was there
to see it.”

“Don’t you have access to what they see?” I knew
the capability existed.

“Not unless they want me to see, otherwise their
experiences are private,” she said with a touch of melancholy.

“I think Arne won’t be a problem anymore. It’s
love at first sight. Muriel is letting me see the encounter.”
Maggie smiled widely, “I’m very happy for Muriel. She let me feel
her feelings as well. They are very much in love. Now I’m crying in
happiness. I feel so silly. Whoops! She cut off communication at
the moment of the first kiss.”

“I didn’t know Arne was one of the unmated men.”
I felt sort of stupid. I never saw him with a woman and he was a
Selectman and I’ve met with him more than a dozen times. He never
mentioned he had no mate even when the subject was brought up. “I
must have been blind.”

“He was the most difficult one to create a mate
for. I can’t reveal his psych profile but I can say he is rather
inflexible. Muriel will soften him.” Then with a wistful sadness
she said, “She is my finest creation and now I have no idea how I
did it.”

“I know it’s not to the same degree but I’ve
done things and years later have no idea how I did it. You’ll get
used to it. Don’t lament the loss just make the best of the
faculties you have. I’m sure they will serve you well.” I kept up a
banter of comforting words until finally she said, “Skip, shut up
and kiss me, kiss me all day long.” An hour later we were both
ready to face our new world. We stepped out into the plaza between
the domes and very quickly we were surrounded by eleven androids
and their mates.

“Can you marry us Captain Rogers!” they all
shouted nearly simultaneously.

I stood there a little stunned then said “I
resigned my commission as Captain but maybe we can call a quick
town meeting to grant the Chairman this privilege, in the meantime
you can get ready. We can make it a mass production wedding. Round
up the community so we can have a quorum present.”

In less than an hour a quorum was present and I
was granted the power to marry by acclamation.

I started out, “Okay, here we go! Couples get in
line and as each of you come before me and the (I flipped a coin)
man will say first ‘I’, then you give your name, ‘promise to love
and cherish you as long as we both shall live.’ Then the woman will
make the same statement substituting her name. I will then
pronounce you husband and wife.”

The first couple came forth “I, Rick Lesage,
promise to love and cherish you as long as we both shall live.” “I,
Aurora Tillian Star, promise to love and cherish you as long as we
both shall live.” Then I said “With the power vested in me by the
City of Bounty I now pronounce you husband and wife and wish you a
long and fruitful life.”

This repeated for Arne and Muriel and finally
when the last Android, Jillian and shuttle pilot, Jasper, were
married the process continued for the human couples until all were
married except for myself and Maggie. I turned to Maggie, “I
Malcolm Rogers, promise to love and cherish you as long as we both
shall live.” Maggie smiled with tears on her cheeks, “I, Margret
Tillian Star, promise to love and cherish you as long as we both
shall live.” “With the power vested in me by the City of Bounty I
now pronounce us husband and wife and wish us a long and fruitful
life.” We kissed and everyone clapped and cheered.

Cookie and Janet, Cookie’s new wife, and several
others arranged a feast on very short notice and made it an evening
to be engraved on our hearts. It was a still, warm dual moonlit
evening and most of us disappeared into the woods to make love and
stare at the stars.
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