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Multiplication: Children and Problems
~~~~
I, Malcolm (Skip) Rogers and Margret (Maggie) Tillian Star are heading for Earth on the South Wind. This is what we named the shuttle taken from the starship Milky Way and converted it for near light speed travel. Maggie and I are androids. The difference is I was born a human and Maggie was born to be the navigation and maintenance computer on the Tillian Star, the starship that took us from Earth to Tillian Five. Both of us were born on Earth and now we are clones of the originals returning to Earth to repair the planet. Earth's human population was decimated by a gamma ray burst from imploding star WR104. The original Maggie and I are still on Tillian Five. I have a shared consciousness with my copy but Maggie broke her quantum communication link when relativistic effects made her shared consciousness strangely elastic. She disconnected then found she couldn't reestablish her link. I kept my link even though my consciousness felt like it was being smeared across the Universe as the South Wind was nearing light speed.
On Tillian Five we were watching a weird Crobosian opera when Maggie suddenly turned to me and whispered, “The Keepers can now safely remove the quantum communication link from your head without destroying your head in the process.”
I whispered, “That's good news but now I'm beginning to enjoy my cosmic consciousness.”
Maggie: “You still can, but you'll be able to mentally turn it on and off.”
“I'll have it done right now if Keeper John is ready.”
Maggie: “He's ready, but you might want to put your clothes on first.”
“Of course Maggie, I don't want all the women of Harvest chasing me.”
Maggie: “Skip, you're living in a fantasy world although I must agree you've been propositioned more times since you became an android than when you were human.”
“I think there are a number of reasons for it. Androids are considered fair game, they have great bodies, great stamina, and can have multiple orgasms.”
Maggie: “You’re forgetting one more thing, you are a politician. Politicians are perceived to have power and many want to cozy up to the source.”
“That's kind of perverse! That reminds me of what I used to call the 'open liquor cabinet' syndrome. A fellow I knew had an open liquor cabinet; when people came over they could help themselves. When he realized this was costing him a boatload of money he locked his liquor cabinet. The result was, he lost all his 'friends' since they were mainly after the free booze.”
Maggie: “So having sex with you is free booze?”
“No, the power of the position is the free booze.”
Maggie smiled, “I see it both ways.”
I was getting a little disturbed probably because there was more than some truth in what she was saying. “You're intimating it is not the power of my magnetic personality getting them to jump in bed with me but rather they see me as a sex toy.”
Maggie started laughing, “Androids have been sex toys since the beginning of the twenty-first century.”
I became a little concerned. “There really is a danger there, isn't there. If I'm perceived as a sex toy then will I be taken seriously in other matters?”
Maggie ran her fingers through my hair. “I'm just teasing you my love. I don't think you've reached the open liquor cabinet level yet. When you do I'll be the first one to let you know.”
I smiled back, “It may be too late by that time. I may have already gone down the rabbit hole.”
Maggie burst out laughing, “All of humanity and as you put it before, androidity, has already gone down the rabbit hole years ago right after we landed here. We've been humping and multiplying like rabbits ever since.”
I then had to laugh also. “And a very nice rabbit hole it is. I wouldn't trade it for anything.”
Maggie: “Nor would I, now let's get you down to Keeper John's lair.”
Keeper John met us at the wall stairwell that leads to the planets interior. I followed Keeper John down a couple of now familiar hallways to the elevator, which sends us down to his lab. I finally had to ask him, “How far down does this elevator go?”
Keeper John: “It goes down 20,735 levels. So, we have a total of 20,736 levels.”
I smiled, “Do you do everything in powers of 12? I know it's the base for your number system but to go to the effort to create 20,736 levels to satisfy a nice round result seems a bit much.”
Keeper John: “We're not superstitious but since we had to go that far down for our georeactors we needed a mostly empty space structure above them. What better way to fill the space is there than with floors? They're all in use.”
“But to come out to exactly 12 to the forth power?”
Keeper John: “Okay, we cheated and built mezzanines on two levels to get that number. It's kind of a game to get things to come out in powers of 12.”
“It may be something that more than one species engages in. I believe there were more 10, 20 and 30 story buildings on Earth than there were 11, 21 or 31 story buildings but I may be wrong. Georeactors? What are georeactors?” I hadn't heard the term used before and was curious about what they were.
Keeper John: “This planet is cooling off too fast so we have a number of fusion reactors to pump heat into the planet's core. When our sun expands, as you know it's a red giant variable star, we take heat from the surface and pump it into the core. This star has only about 900,000 Earth years of useful life left to go.”
A sudden realization just came over me. 900,000 years exceeds 30,000 generations and 9,000 lifetimes for a human but it was not for the Keepers, Maggie and her sisters and now for me. “Do you have any plans for your future beyond this point?”
Keeper John: “Actually we were planning to die. We have plenty of time to change our mind but building a spaceship to carry our brain may be quite a task.”
Maggie and I looked at each other in astonishment, then Maggie spoke, “Look what we just did. Why can't you do the same. You could selectively transfer your program and data over a quantum link and dumb down the original to autonomic until all of you collected at the other site.”
Keeper John: “We've arrived at the lab. I'll continue this discussion a little later. Skip, we built a special fixture for you to lie in. It will align everything the way we need it to be.”
I climbed into the fixture that fit very tightly around my upper body and head. Several other Keepers including Joan, Dilek and Tula joined Maggie and made a circle around me as if I were to be a sacrifice to some god. I realized there was a vigorous amount of mental radio traffic going on between them even though they weren't talking out loud. I caught that there was some debate as to whether supraconsciousness could be reestablished with the link being external. They finally decided shared consciousness could be reestablished by plugging the communication rod back into my head so there was nothing to lose. The top of my head was removed with a soft pop exposing various rod like components of my brain.
Keeper John: “We will be changing your master clock frequency to synchronize with the default clock in the communications rod. We have to get the frequency and phase perfectly in sync then we can remove the rod and put it in the cube next to you. The frequency is very close so all we have to do is heat the side of your head over here.” He pointed to what used to be my temporal lobe area. “The heater will be a bit uncomfortable but not painful. We have a vacuum extractor that will pull the comm rod at the exact moment the frequency and phase are aligned.”
I could feel the heat on the side of my head then all of a sudden I felt a jerk as the rod was extracted. The heater and the extractor were removed and a new comm rod was inserted into my head. As soon as it was solidly in place I said, “Is that it?” by mental radio to Keeper John.
Keeper John replied by mental radio, “Not quite! . . . Now try to contact the other Skip.”
I tried to mentally find the switch without success. “I need a clue.”
Keeper John looking somewhat puzzled, “Do you feel a hierarchical consciousness as before, just missing the other Skip's consciousness?”
“No”
Keeper John: “The supraconsciousness seems to have degenerated without your other self. That's what we were discussing before we started the process. The hierarchical consciousness can't be maintained without two or more subsidiary consciousnesses. One good thing, we've confirmed we still have a quantum communication link with the other Skip in the box. For the moment at least, you have an independent twin.”
“I'm willing to settle for that if necessary.”
Keeper John: “Don't settle yet. We'll reinitialize supraconsciousness while you try to make contact starting . . . now!”
“Got it! Well that's a relief. Will I have to come to you every time I want to do this?”
Keeper John: “I just rewired you so every time you try to make contact, supraconsciousness is reinitialized as well.”
I smiled broadly, “I seem to be surrounded by those who can reprogram me by thought, for my benefit of course, but it’s making me feel like a windup automaton.”
Maggie: “He is upset over my ability to give him orgasm with just a kiss like this.”
I was still being restrained in place with clamps and Maggie kissed me repeatedly a dozen times.
I finally was able to say, “John, you see, I'm being tortured by orgasm in bondage. Ooh! What's happening now?”
Keeper John: “Joan is mounting you now and Tula in human form will follow.”
Maggie: “I've cut your refractory time to two seconds.”
I was now getting concerned, “This is a gang bang!”
Maggie: “Do you want it to stop? I will stop it.”
“No! I've never been this turned on.”
Maggie: “I raised your libido. Do you want me to turn it down?”
“Not yet. Is it above yours?”
Maggie: “Way above.”
“You told me in the past a libido above yours would turn someone in a sex addict.”
Maggie: “It would if you had control of it, but you don't, I do.”
“When will this end?”
Maggie surrounded my head with her arms and kissed me again then said, “When all the Keepers have had their way with you including the female counterparts of the male Keepers.”
“They can take as many turns as they like.”
Maggie: “No just one turn each. Believe me it will be enough. It's payment for services rendered.”
“I don't think so. What else can I buy?”
John and Maggie both laughed then John said, “Maybe we should raise our prices.”
Two hours later it was over, Maggie reduced my libido and I was exhausted. “Am I going to get released from these clamps? I'm getting claustrophobic.”
Maggie busily released the clamps and once on my feet she held my nude body to hers tightly. “I'm going to be your clamp from now on.” She then kissed me and it was just a loving kiss, no orgasm.
“Do you know, when you kissed me I replayed a memory of a kiss orgasm. I think you conditioned me with this association.”
Maggie: “Oh you poor dear with such a tortured mind and body. We'll have to give you a long rest and recuperation. No sex for six months.”
I played along, “Sounds about right. Maybe I'll get some work done.”
Maggie: “Oh-oh! Dangerous for a politician. Chairman Rogers is now going to stick his nose in everybody's business. Maybe we'll cut it to one day without sex.”
“Maggie, Everyone sticks his nose in everyone else’s business in the Twin cities. (Bounty and Harvest are now called the Twin cities) If you drew a sex sociogram everyone would be connected to everyone else by no more than two links.”
Maggie: “You know that's mainly due to my sisters. Hell, Aurora has almost done that single-handedly.”
“How about some chocolate ice cream. Release me so I can get dressed. All the Keepers too. Let's make it a party at the lake.”
John nodded, “You can count us in.”
We arrived at the lake in a microbus with a large picnic basket filled with chicken burgers, fern root chips, ice cream and cookies. Adjacent to the parking circle was a picnic area with a couple of barbecue pits. I could see a couple further down on the beach I didn't know. Maggie said they were from Outpost One where we settled the military hijackers of the Chinese starship Lotus Blossom which they renamed the Milky Way. The most responsible, General Denning and Colonel Gatelin, were put in stasis and sent back to Earth on the Milky Way. On the lake there was a lone wind-surfer who was going pretty slow since there was only a moderate breeze. School was in session explaining the absence of people at the lake. Another microbus pulled into the parking circle and a dozen Keepers filed out toward us.
I said, “Jeepers, creepers here come the Keepers.”
Maggie: “Skip, not nice. Funny, but not nice.”
“It was a musical impulse, nothing derogatory.”
Maggie just shook her head then yelled, “Hi John, Joan and all the rest of you marvelous folks. We've got all the food and I see you've brought beverages.”
Keeper John: “I'll help with the barbecue. I see Keepers Bill and Jane are going to check out Sam and Barbara Paris on the beach. I'll bet you within 15 minutes they'll be having sex with them.”
I was a bit surprised, “Then they've had sex with them before?”
Keeper John: “Even though they are the Keepers in their area they've never met person to person.”
Maggie joined us, “I overheard you John. Not even Aurora is that fast. What do you want to bet?”
Keeper John: “Ten trysts with you and Maggie versus another computing cube you can share. I will be in my Sheba form for you Skip.”
“I'm in. How about you Maggie.”
Maggie: “Sure! Starting now.”
Every couple of minutes we looked over to see what was happening with the foursome on the beach and after twelve minutes they still seemed to be talking quietly. At fourteen minutes our eyes were fixed on their scene and all four of them got up and then just stood there talking for a while. With 15 seconds left, Bill took Barbara by the hand and Jane took Sam by the hand and they headed off to the bushes with a couple of blankets.
“Maggie, I think we won since by the time they find a place to do it there won't be any time left to take off their clothes.”
Maggie laughed, “I noticed they saw us staring at them otherwise they would have done it on the beach and John would have won. A human manifestation of the Heisenberg uncertainty principle where the observation interfered with the prediction?”
Keeper John: “Any system that can sense and react to an observer has the possibility of being an unpredictable system. I would call it a draw. On a draw, we could both win or we could nullify the bet.”
Maggie: “I like the ‘both win’ outcome. How about you Skip?”
I had a broad smile. “I'm all for win-win.”
Keeper John also had a broad smile: “Win-win it is.”
Maggie slapped me in the butt. “I know what you're after.”
I smiled, “The cube, of course.”
Maggie: “In a pig's nose!”
“I believe the expression is 'In a pig's eye!' but I'm sure you know that.”
Maggie: “The probability is cut in half by a nose but I guess some odd poetry of the expression is lost.”
“The original expression was 'In a pig sigh!' since pigs don't sigh. Then it got corrupted to 'In a pig's eye!'”
Maggie: “You know I don't believe you. Good try though.”
Keeper John: “Do you two go on like this all the time?”
Maggie: “Most of the time.”
Keeper John just shook his head.
I smiled, “I think Keeper John thinks an extra cube is going to be wasted on us.”
Keeper John “You know I can't criticize you since we were living a trivial existence for hundreds of thousands of years. We've wasted several million cubes. When it comes to wasting brainpower I don't think there is anyone in the universe that beats us. Working on creating a Crobosian offspring is the first really difficult challenge we've had.”
I felt compelled to ask, “How's that going?”
Keeper John: “We've had one baby that would have reached term but it was severely flawed and had to be destroyed. It does mean that we are getting close. I think we should have success in less than a year.”
Maggie: “You know Skip is not terribly enthusiastic about your success.”
Keeper John: “You both know we are altering the species in form and in substance.”
“I know about the form part if you mean the reduction in body hair and the elimination of the rear-view eye. By substance do you mean that you will tame their aggressive tendencies?”
Keeper John: “All I can say at this point is we have some possible leads.”
“That's hopeful. If you had Cebic's DNA, you would probably have the answer. He was a gentle Crobosian.”
Keeper John: “You're perhaps correct but we were not saving Crobosian DNA at that time. There were viable females for procreation then.”
“Well, the first batch of chicken burgers are ready. I'll flip them onto the plates. Time to enjoy!”
After finishing off a Chicken burger and a plate of chocolate ice cream, I decided to resume my discussion about the future after Tillian's sun dies. “So, life after 900,000 years, what is really preventing you from leaving and setting up shop elsewhere when the time is right?”
Keeper John: “You are, literally and figuratively.”
Maggie overheard our conversation, looked at me in puzzlement, then turned to John. “I think that will take some elaboration.”
Keeper John: “Skip, you are an experiment in several respects. As far as we know you are the first human to become an android, to have hierarchical consciousness and to have a quantum link. We are particularly interested to see how the quantum link holds up over many light-years of distance and as it gets very close to light speed. You must understand that we still don't really understand the underlying phenomena. The figurative part of this is you still represent the human population and the question is what will we do with 100 million humans and possibly the same number of Crobosians when this time arrives. If we die, then we have no responsibility.”
I frowned, “While it's true that you can't feel responsibility or guilt if you are dead, you will feel it well before that time in anticipation of the event. Why not take these problems as a challenge instead?”
Keeper John: “While this is only a philosophical discussion now, it is a vigorous discussion that is likely to go on for hundreds of thousands of years. The first chore is to find a new home other than Earth and Crobos since they will already be repopulated by this time. That will involve a large space telescope and a number of probes for detailed exploration.” John then gave a broad smile. “This should be a human and Crobosian cooperative enterprise.”
I had to laugh, “Fat chance of that.”
Keeper John, “Not now but maybe 1,000 years from now.”
“I think you will have to make them or us sexually compatible for that to happen.”
Keeper John: “You've been reading my mind. We want them to look distinctly Crobosian but to be attractive too and sexually compatible with humans. We need to do this over time; we don't want them to be rejected or killed by their predecessors.”
“That's a nice sounding plan. I hope it works. The Crobosian android you created for Aldek, Gocem, she is without the third eye and has a lot less body hair. How accepted is she by the others?”
Keeper John: “Reasonably well by the men but not so much by the women. I think it's more a matter of jealousy and not the aversion to her being different.”
“Well that rules out her being a Crobosian Maggie since Maggie is loved by both men and women.”
Keeper John: “Your impatience is still human. Some things take time spans much longer than a human lifetime. You will have to get used to thinking in larger time frames.”
“When you're dealing with impatient humans and Crobosians it seems to me, on many occasions, you have to think within their timescales to keep bad things from happening.”
Keeper John: “Of course you're right and some of our past mistakes were not acting fast and proactively to prevent the Crobosians from killing each other. Maybe the best approach is to take both a short and a long-term view and develop short and long-term solutions which don't conflict. In order to do so, you also have to have a long-term solution in mind.”
Maggie: “You guys are talking too much and not grilling chicken burgers. There are still a few hungry mouths out there.”
“I thought everyone was through eating.”
Maggie: “Your barbecue sauce is a hit. Several of us want another.”
“Coming up!”
The South Wind is now traveling at 99.5% of the speed of light. I, in Harvest, connect using the quantum link with my counterpart on the South Wind once a day. This translates into ten contacts a day for my clone on the South Wind due to relativistic time dilation. The Keepers now also share the link frequently to converse with my clone and especially Maggie's clone via my clone. Maggie's clone needs a lot of stimulus to keep from getting depressed. Her quantum comm link being severed has her feeling isolated.
Maggie and I have set up a receiver module on the South Wind to listen for radio transmissions from Earth. We have learned several fusion and fission reactors have gone out of service due to lack of spare parts and no capability to make them. Some have been overrun by glaciers. We are still too far from Earth to listen in on all but the highest power transmissions, which are few and far between. There’s a radio station in Costa Rica with a signal barely audible over background noise trying to transmit 24/7. It has music, a little very local news and a religious diatribe about the end of the World, which, of course, already happened. Severe hurricanes destroyed the antenna three times in the last month but they quickly repaired it. The only survivors at this location are a cult of 173 people who believe they have been 'saved'. They live in a large concrete bunker they call home. It's not clear if the radio station has any listeners outside their small circle.
“Maggie, the Costa Rica radio station is only 20 kilowatts so it is not clear why we are even receiving it unless it is being beamed in our direction.”
Maggie: “They may be beaming it at Tillian Five to convert us to their religious beliefs since they aren't getting any responses on Earth.”
“That's a depressing thought on several counts.”
Maggie: “By my count four; the risk of the Crobosians intercepting these broadcasts, they are the only survivors on that part of the Earth, their religious conviction will likely be unyielding and if we land there they will burn us at the stake. It's a good thing we're more than a half century away in their time frame.”
“They provide a frequency to respond on, What do we have to lose?”
Maggie: “As you always say, ‘Talk to them.’”
“What will we say?”
Maggie: “How about ‘Hello.’”
“Our message won't get to them much before we will.”
Maggie: “The message will get there in a little over three Earth years before we do.”
“I suggest more than hello, assuming there is anyone listening by that time. On the other hand, we will have no idea who we are talking to. Someone may respond with more power and the Crobosians on Tillian Five may pick it up and decide we have a place to go and hostilities will heat up again. Also, my 'talk to them' methodology is not the best path until we’ve profiled who’s listening.”
Maggie: “Looks like you talked yourself out of 'Talk to them.’”
“The problem is we don't know who 'them' is or will be a half century from now. I guess we'll just keep on listening. Sigh!”
Maggie: “As we get closer we should be able to pick up more communications that may be more relevant to our future plans. I think we should not take any steps until we have some idea of what we face. By the time we get to Earth, we may be facing a dictatorship under General Denning. We sent him back to Earth ostensibly to die for his crimes but he might be resourceful enough to find a following by the force of his commanding voice, tyrannical leadership style and genocidal behavior.”
“Now there IS a depressing thought.”
Maggie: “Having a liberal conscience can sometimes result in dire consequences. Recidivism is always a problem when doling out penalties for crimes. In this case we know, if given the opportunity, General Denning will do nothing different since he is overtly unrepentant.”
“When will General Denning arrive relative to us?”
Maggie: “He will arrive almost 20 Earth years before we do. We may be able to pick up the initial broadcast of General Denning's crimes from the Milky Way when it arrives in orbit but it will be another nine Earth years before we will receive it.”
“It will be just under three Earth Years in our time if I've calculated the time dilation properly.”
Maggie: “I get 2.87 years. It's going to be an interesting time since we should be picking up a great deal of low power communication assuming there are still people alive and communicating.”
“I've been reading the mountain of information available on the technology of the cubes but have not found 'the how to use it' document to create the 144 cube types.”
Maggie: “There are three relevant documents in Crobosian. I will translate them and send them to you.”
“I read those already in Crobosian. I'm fairly proficient in Crobosian now. The problem is you need isotopically pure elements for your building blocks.”
Maggie: “Block 132 makes the pure isotopes. Oh shit! I see your problem. You need the pure isotopes to make Block 132 to begin with and we don't have a block 132 to make the pure isotopes. Contact The Keepers.”
“I just talked to Keeper John and he apologized for the oversight. They only have a few 132 cubes which make more raw material than they need. With all this super-pure raw material, you tend to forget about the source. He says there are two alternatives. The first is to make a cube 132 iteratively. Starting with reasonably pure but not isotopically pure elements it would take about 500 iterations to make a good 132 cube. We're looking at about a year of continuous work. They could modify another shuttle for near light speed and send us a 132 cube. It would arrive a year after we do.”
Maggie: “I wouldn't want them to sacrifice another shuttle. I wonder if we can do this in flight on the way. Do we have the raw materials we need to get started?”
“I would be surprised if we do. I'll let the Keepers figure that one out. It'll certainly give us something to do on the way but I think there are dangers some of these substances could damage our bodies, the cubes we have on board and even the ship itself.”
Maggie: “The Keepers seem to have a way of leaving things, they know implicitly, out of their documentation. We all do it so we have to be aware of it. Doing this cube generation on the ship could be very dangerous not because of what we know or get from the Keepers but because of what we don't know or may be missing from the Keeper provided information.”
“You know we have a small terawatt laser that can be used for creating pure isotopes. That ought to jump-start the process and we can make isotopes of non-dangerous materials in flight.”
Maggie: “Sounds like a wonderful idea. They won't be perfectly pure but pretty good. I'll start working on this immediately.”
“Keeper John thinks laser separation could cut the number of iterations to less than ten depending on how good the laser separator is.”
Maggie: “It all depends on what is available to build a beam collimator and automate the separation process. If we had a starship, we would have a variety of tools at our disposal as well. I think I will have to build most of this by hand. It will probably take me a couple of years.”
“I'll help. Maggie, we don't have a whole lot of other things to do for 2.8 years.”
Maggie: “We do if I raise our libidos.”
“I know you're kidding since we would be addicts in short order. We are three times a day as it is.”
Maggie smiled: “Just a thought; a tempting one though.”
“Maggie, I know you have a lot of virtual affairs with practically everyone you know but how many of these do you have in a typical day.”
Maggie: “Since we started this journey and after my link was severed I guess I shot up to about 25 per day to fill the void. Now it has settled down to about 20 per day. I'm pretty much a sex addict at this point. It is out of control to the point that if you said you wanted your libido raised I probably would have converted you into one also. Forgive me but I think I need help and I don't want help at the same time.”
“Can't you just turn it down a little at a time or maybe more effectively in one large step. You can't let this, go on or you'll soon be in a belly button contemplation loop. I know you did it because you were under stimulated by this long trip and the loss of human contact, maybe I don't count in human department anymore since I became an android.”
Maggie: “Oh God Skip. Don't say that. You are the same person to me. Smarter and more handsome, yes, but the underlying humanity and the person I love and married is definitely still you. Only you can get me out of this. Anytime I say hold me, please come to me quickly and hold me tight because I will be tempted to relapse. What I didn't tell you is, I was having flashbacks to the trip to Tillian Five when I was the shipboard computer and had long bouts of extreme loneliness since everyone was in stasis. If you weren't with me, I would be totally lost never to return.”
“Maggie, I will be by your side all the way. We have a planet to fix so let's get the preliminaries started. Cut your libido to what it was before and we'll do this together.”
Maggie: “There, I did it. This is the second time I climbed out of that hole.”
“Yes, I remember. the first time was when the Keepers invited you to play games with them in their virtual world. We'll stay close together. I’ll be your shadow. If you deck me, too often, I'll know you've been monkeying around with your parameters.”
Maggie: “Okay, let’s go get the laser and set it up.”
“We don't have a lot of room in here so we will have to fold the laser beam several times to fit. I'll work on making some high efficiency mirrors and an optical framework for this. You'll have to give me the dimensions of the collimator, the target assembly and the collector you're going to make so I can fit it in the assembly.”
Maggie: “Skip, It's going to be fun working with you like this.”
The Crobosians on Tillian Five lived in two locations the humans called C1 and C2. C1 was a Fishing Village settled by a group of Crobosian miners and C2 was settled by the Crobosian cruise liner Red Emperor. These two settlements are now combined in an area called New Crobosia. Aldek a Crobosian and his mate Gocem, an android, are the leaders of this area. Optimism is on the rise in the Crobosian community due to peace, stability, a good trading relationship with the humans and the prospect the Keepers will soon produce a Crobosian offspring.
Crobosian generally have an enormous amount of body hair but their head is boney with a thin covering of skin with no hair. Gocem wears a wig to hide the fact she doesn't have the third eye on the back of her head to be more acceptable to the female Crobosians. This has set a style trend with most of the Crobosian women also wearing wigs. The most curious part of this is the wigs are in a variety of colors. This has given the Keepers some optimism the Crobosians are accepting change much more readily than before. Gocem is still a doctor but has two well-trained assistants carrying on much of the workload dealing with an aging population. The Crobosian population has fallen to 158.
Aldek: “In spite of the progress the Keepers have made I don't see many of us being here to see the result. Who is going to raise the children the Keepers create?”
Gocem: “You and I are going to get the first girl. We'll be around.”
Aldek: “I'm not sure we should get the first one. It will show favoritism and incite jealousy. I will appear I'm using my position not in the best interests of the community.”
Gocem: “You are very thoughtful and wonderful person but I wouldn't worry about this. The Keepers feel it will be better for us to get the first one since the child will be missing the third eye on the back of their head like me. This will make the child more acceptable to others. More children will follow shortly anyway so any jealousy will be short lived.”
Aldek: “I hope that's so. Maybe we should do a survey regarding changes they should expect in the children.”
Gocem: “It sounds like a good idea except that it is a little like voting. If the survey says they don't like children without a third eye, then they will expect the third eye to be present. If the children are then missing the third eye, they will be even more likely to be rejected.”
Aldek: “But women are covering the third eye with wigs now anyway.”
Gocem: “Half of the children will be boys.”
Aldek: “That completely escaped me. Of course, half the children will be boys. Okay no survey. I realize we have no choice in these changes and this lack of choice does annoy me. I do understand why these changes are taking place. I would like to ask a human males if they would like to lose their ears, Adam's apple and belly button. I'm assuming that they could hear equally well without the ears. It could easily be argued that they would be better looking without these features but I bet there wouldn't be many takers even if it could be done with the wave of a hand.”
Gocem: “An interesting observation. I suspect you are right. Most human females hide their ears behind their hair but if you told them you could have them hear even better without ears they would tell you to go fly a kite. That’s the polite human way of telling you to burn in hell. Where do you draw the line on making genetic changes to make a person better looking?”
Aldek: “Do we know if the Keepers have more changes in mind after this?”
Gocem: “They want to introduce more genetic variability for two reasons. One reason is for survival, resistance to disease, environmental changes and the ability to evolve and adapt to new challenges in the future. Another is for tolerance, tolerance to differences in appearance, in voice and in the spectrum of abilities each may possess.”
Aldek: “That sounds reasonable enough but to use a human expression, 'The devil's in the details'.”
Gocem: “I notice you are using a lot of human expressions.”
Aldek smiled which was a rare occurrence, “They seem to have something to fit every situation. It's all your and Maggie's fault. It's from you I learned most of them.”
Gocem smiled back, “Is our language being contaminated by humans?”
Aldek: “Maybe pollination would be a better term to use.”
Gocem kiddingly, “Sounds like you're talking about your sexual encounters with Maggie.”
Aldek still smiling, “It's been very educational.”
Keeper John gave his characteristic dit dit dit dah knock on our door and it was his alter ego Sheba in a string bikini. Then John peeked around the corner. Followed by Joan and her alter ego Vance followed by a wagon with a cube on top.
Maggie came in from the kitchen and showed some surprise, “What's going on?”
By this time it was obvious since everybody, including the cube, was in our living room.
I then piped up with a smile as wide as the planet, “Delivery and collection I presume?” On further observation, everybody had smiles as wide as the planet.
Keeper John: “This is a cube for you to share.”
Maggie: “What does it do.”
Keeper John: “It's full of surprises and you'll have plenty of time to figure it out after your down payment.”
Joan and Sheba both in string bikinis paired up and started toward me and I could see John and Vance in tight shorts that showed off their hardware paired off and headed toward Maggie. I was pinned to the floor and my clothes removed and Maggie was transported to the bed where I couldn't see what was going on but I could see her clothes flying in the air and landing all over the room. After that, I could see nothing since my head was engulfed by Sheba's legs and if I were human, I would have smothered. Instead, my head became a sex organ since it was practically enclosed by her vaginal lips. In the meantime, a lot was going on with the lower part of my body that turned on my entire body. I felt like I was a giant penis penetrating a giant pussy and, at the same time, I also felt like a giant pussy being penetrated by a giant penis. It seemed as though I was in continuous orgasm for an hour. Finally, it stopped, and I was left gasping and overheated.
It was then I realized that John, Vance and Maggie were still at it and Maggie was getting penetrated every possible way. Sheba and Joan joined in and the scene made me ready to go again and I joined the free-for-all, six-way affair and plugged any hole I could find. I had several more orgasms and was finally exhausted. So was everybody else. We all just lay there for a while.
Finally Maggie said to me, “I see you were very busy filling holes.”
“There was a motto of an ancient cement company, 'Find a hole and fill it,' so I did.”
Maggie: “The motto was 'Find a need and fill it,' and it was the motto of Kaiser Industry's Permanent Cement Company.”
“Same thing. They needed it, I filled it.”
Maggie: “One of those holes was John's.”
I looked over at John with some embarrassment, “I'm sorry John, as I mentioned to Maggie in the past I would only do such a thing if I were super horny and then I'd fuck a goat.”
John started laughing, “You never said you'd fuck an old goat.”
I then turned toward Maggie, “You were fiddling with my libido parameters again, weren't you.”
Maggie: “I didn't want you to miss any of the fun.”
Everyone was now laughing so I said, “Now that we've visited ancient Rome how about some pizza?”
We nuked some pizza and started discussing the cube.
Keeper John: “We just need to stack this on top of Maggie's cubes and you can both share it. There’s a new plastic enclosure at the site to accommodate the extra height.”
Maggie: “What does the cube do?”
Keeper John: “What would you like it to do?”
Maggie: “I can think of lots of things I would like it to do but it is very unlikely to do.”
Keeper John: “Give me one.”
Maggie: “I would like to reestablish my quantum link with my clone on the South Wind.”
Keeper John: “This cube can do better than that. You can reestablish the link via Skip's link and using a new compression technique we've come up with so you can both share Skip's channel without degradation. Your supraconsciousness can be engaged and you can drop into the same relativistic time frame and not have the elastic consciousness effect you experienced before.”
Which prompted me to ask, “Will I be able to switch to the same relativistic time frame as well?”
Keeper John: “Not a problem.”
“Does it mean I will be living in that time frame while communicating?”
Keeper John: “Yes and No. A small part of you will but it won't be uncomfortable.”
Maggie: “Okay, what else does it do?”
Keeper John: “You will have to see for yourself. It is a totally reconfigurable cube which can do anything most of our other cubes can do on the fly. There are a few surprises in there and complete documentation.”
I decided to get the ball rolling, “Let’s head for the wall and put it up.”
The Keepers all started laughing and Keeper John spoke, “It's already up, this one here is a dummy. The power of the cube is in your hands.”
Maggie and I looked at each other while we both started mentally looking around and then an odd thing happened we found each other in a virtual world. I found I could speak in this virtual world as if I had vocal chords. Maggie responded with laughter. I realized I was nude as was she. I felt my skin and it felt like human skin. I went up to her and made contact with her lips to mine and we embraced and it was warm. We were in a field of light with no discernible horizon.
I was finally moved to say, “I think we are in virtual heaven.”
Maggie: “It's really very interesting. I feel more human here than in the real world. This must be one of the features of this cube.”
“I'm mentally linking with my clone to see if he can join us.” I no sooner spoke and he was there and also as nude as Michelangelo's David. I was me and also me looking at me, feeling his arms.
Maggie then said, “Here is the ultimate test.” A few seconds later the other Maggie popped into view.
Maggie's clone also felt her nude body all over, rubbed her index finger between her vaginal lips then said, “Wow, this is more real than real.”
Maggie: “Skip we are one again. I missed my other half. Oh my, she's been bad. She had her libido turned up for a while. Oh God! I understand the loneliness of deep space.”
The two Maggies hugged for a while then motioned for us to join them. We did and had a well-synchronized circle of pleasure romp aided by the fact that all we had to do was think near zero gravity and we were all but weightless in this light filled limitless space.
The two Maggie's were suddenly dressed in the crisp tight fitting shuttle pilot's outfit. We responded with Judicial robes and powdered wigs then switched to blue suits and red ties then to T-shirts and shorts. I finally remarked, “I wonder how many clothes are at my disposal in this instant wardrobe closet.”
Maggie responded, “You have more clothes than atoms in the Universe. I'm serious.”
I puzzled over this for a bit then suddenly realized she was right. This is all generated on the fly so the possibilities are practically limitless.
Maggie then said good-bye to her clone and poof the clone was gone. I did the same then suggested, “Should we go back to the real word and see what's going on.”
We did and noted our guests were gone. Maggie had a message to contact John. She connected with John and suddenly realized seven hours had passed. About the same time I noticed it was dark outside and it was a sunny afternoon at 16:00 when we went into the cube.
Maggie to Keeper John: “That was a real time warp. There’s a price to pay when operating in this environment.”
Keeper John: “The time warp takes place only while you're connected with your counterparts. I suggest you do it at night when you have less to do and make your contacts shorter. Right now for every one of North Wind minutes you will lose 16 minutes here. You will learn to multiprocess these communications with your other activities so your brainpower can focus on several other things at the same time.”
Maggie: “Skip, I guess it's time for us to read the manual.”
I just laughed, “Maggie, tell John, thanks for everything.”
Maggie: “I did.”
Maggie and I noted the cube also contained a two-way neural interface to humans and Crobosians. I turned it on to listen and Angelica was close by. She was daydreaming about having sex with me and the temptation to carry on a telepathic conversation was almost overwhelming. I knew this was very wrong so I just got out and talked to Maggie.
“I just tried out the neural interface and picked up Angelica thinking about having sex with me. I shouldn't be using this kind of power, it's wrong, particularly because I was tempted to respond. No one wants their innermost thoughts read and doing so would put us under suspicion as tin gods and humanity would feel manipulated. It would sow the seeds of rebellion against us.”
Maggie: “You are wise to recognize this. How did you react when you found out the Keepers could read your thoughts when you were near one of their neural blocks?”
“I was initially surprised, then a bit disturbed, then after I really didn't care.”
Maggie: “Why do you suppose that's true?”
“Trust that they wanted to be helpful and wanted friendship and appreciation for their work.”
Maggie: “I think you can add their humility.”
“Interesting, they struck me as making humble rather than being humble.”
Maggie: “Working at being humble isn't a bad substitute for being humble.”
“True, I think. What have you tried in the cube?”
Maggie: “The IQ stuff. Higher dimensional visualization, increased abstraction abilities, extended association, more quantum computing capability, intuitive modeling and higher mathematics.”
“I notice there is a communications module that will put us in touch with the Keepers sensor network. This ties us into the wall displays which seem to contain everything from lidar to neural interfaces in addition to display, telescopic camera and computing elements. There’s also a sensor network tracking everything on the planets surface. I can even monitor the growth of every fern tree on the planet, even every lizard in the sea and a fine grid of atmospheric measurements. There's trillions of measurements taken every few milliseconds. I was mystified how these measurements were obtained and just found out they use zero buoyancy microspheres. These form a random net with random sized cells. They are nonwettable, maintain zero buoyancy at all levels of the atmosphere up to 15 km, and transmit and pass on a variety of information including temperature, light level across the IR and visible spectrum, air pressure, humidity and their own position and ID.”
Maggie: “You mean people breathe these things?”
“I guess because they have zero buoyancy and repel fluids they probably don't lodge in the lungs. Also there is only one of these per 1000 cubic meters of air as well. Chances are a male human will breathe in one of these every 3.5 hours. In the same period humans breathe in all sorts of junk some of which stays in the lungs. I remember seeing an air filter from a person who had sleep apnea from just one night. It was originally white the night before but by the next morning it was dark gray with several black specks.”
Maggie: “Where was this guy living?”
“Modesto, California. I think there were lots of trucks, farms, dirt. On the other hand, I don't think New York City or any large city would have been any better.”
Maggie: “The air filters on our buildings do pick up lots of dirt, pollen and a variety of other stuff. I'd be curious to see how many of those microspheres we've trapped.”
“I was curious whether our cube type can make them, it can't, but there is a cube type which can. I'm a little depressed that human technology is so far behind this.”
Maggie: “There’s a limit to biological intelligence dealing with neuron size, transmission speeds and body size. It maxes out at about 500 to 600 under the best of circumstances. This is a development of the Keepers and not the Crobosians. Your IQ, after you fully inhabit half the intelligence part of this cube will be near a 1,000,000 and mine will be 2,400,000.”
“How come you always stay way ahead of me?”
Maggie smiled, “I started out higher. Anyway, you make up the difference with a deeper and louder voice.”
“Very good, now you have the BS title.”
Maggie laughed and with her lips pursed in a kiss said, “Beautifully Superior.”
I laughed, grabbed her and planted my lips on hers. She then gave me a mental radio message, “I don't have any panties on.” Since she hardly ever wore panties in the first place, this was a signal to hurry up and get started. She produces a lubricant that tastes like pineapple, something the Keepers didn't get quite right in our new virtual world. We made love for a while then went into our virtual world and created a small tiki house with flaming torches and a sandy beach and a small lake. The small lake and beach need some refinement. The sand and water don't feel like sand and water. We also want to create a virtual sun, moon and stars. That will give us something to do tomorrow night.
The North Wind is now nine light-years away from Earth which is now close enough to receive radio signals as low as 50 watts. The Costa Rica transmitter has long since gone off the air without explanation. I just completed a scan to see what I could find.
“I have inventoried 48 radio signals many very short without much information. One of the more interesting signals comes from San Diego conversing with a fishing boat. The fishing boat was complaining they were only able to net eight fish and they were all small. No clue about the size of the community the boat belongs to but there is three on the boat and at least two at port.”
Maggie: “There’s a solar operated radio station in the Sahara keeping a four hours a day schedule. It is the only radio station on Earth we've been able to locate. It is a site of a deep well and a small oasis in the desert. It is a colony of 50 or so and it seems to be self-sufficient. The station has a few news items like a birth or death announcements and some talk but mostly music. They’ve not talked about the state of the rest of the Earth population or any history for that matter. They speak English and their accent leads me to believe they were originally from England. The announcer has a West Country accent, Dorset in particular I think.”
“How did you zero in on Dorset?”
Maggie: “Les Morgan, our mission exobiologist, was originally from Dorset.”
“I always thought he talked funny.”
Maggie: “It's because he spent most of his adult life in Mississippi before joining our crew. It is a strange mixture. He would pronounce New Orleans as narlans and sound as if he were holding his nose.”
“You're right, that's funny. Outside of obituaries they seem to avoid talking about anything painful. This could be a problem for them since they will need parts to maintain their electrical equipment like irrigation pumps, electrical wiring and storage batteries. They might have a good spare parts inventory but their radio transmissions don't give a clue.”
Maggie: “It sounds like a good first stop. A small collection of Aleuts have relocated on some of the islands off the coast of the state of Washington. They have good survival skills enabling them to live in this severe climate. They have solar powered cell phones and there is a couple of solar powered cell towers we are picking up. They are living on mussels, some clams, even barnacles and an occasional seal and otter. All of the sea life is sparse. There's about 200 Aleuts in this colony. The previous local population appears to be gone. They probably either died off or moved south. Seattle is now under a glacier.”
“Do we have any information on the state of the ozone layer?”
Maggie: “The only clue is the Sahara Desert colony. We don't know if their farm is in UV shielded green houses or not. If not, it means there is at least some equatorial UV protection and that would be good news. I suspect we are not so lucky.”
“How about the occasional seals and otters. How are they surviving?”
Maggie: “There must be caves or plenty of shade and these survivors must be partial to it. There's some shellfish to support a small otter population. There must be at least a small fish population to support the few seals. I think most of the remaining human population will be closer to the Equator.”
“We should have picked up General Denning's broadcast so his ship must have either been behind the Sun or behind the Earth when the transmission took place.”
Maggie: “I just did a trajectory calculation. It wasn't behind the Sun but could have been behind the planet. There’s enough uncertainty in the engine thrust calculations to make it a fifty-fifty proposition. It won't start transmitting until his ship is over China.”
“Then that's the answer. Signals from China should be coming in soon. Nothing from India, Tibet and Eastern Russia. Some traffic from the Middle East. Same as last revolution, a few radio calls to prayer and two-way radio conversations barely above noise. Pay dirt! Hong Kong is radioing back landing coordinates for the Lotus Blossom shuttle. Also, there is an acknowledgment from the Milky Way a.k.a. Lotus Blossom.”
Maggie: “I don't know if General Denning has figured it out but the trip to Hong Kong is one-way without refueling. At least he doesn't have any weapons he can bully people with but I'm sure it won't stop him from trying.”
“Maggie, there are some people who can bully people without weapons. I believe General Denning is one of those. And remember, he does have the laser cannon on the ship. If Colonel Gatelin is still on the ship, he could aim the laser cannon on targets on the ground and destroy them.”
Maggie: “Damn, not even Aurora thought of it and she is generally suspicious. It generally takes two to pilot a shuttle but, as I know well, one can do it.”
“Did you leave them with communicators?”
Maggie: “You know communicators and weapons were hidden all over the ship. They were in everything that can be unscrewed. I think we got them all but you can never be sure. One thing I know for certain; they cannot remotely control the ship. Neither has the expertise nor the equipment so if they both leave on the shuttle the laser cannon will be of no use.”
“What if they remove the laser cannon from the ship and mount it on the shuttle?”
Maggie: “You have a perverse mind. We did think of that and welded it on the ship. We also removed the tool box, the self destruct and all the test gear.”
“We're probably over thinking this. I don't expect they will get a great reception after the transmitted message listing their crimes. They were not taken out of stasis until after the message was transmitted so they think only a general hello message was sent. They probably have no idea what kind of reception they're going to get.”
Maggie: “We'll probably know soon.”
The Keepers Dilek and Tula delivered a new baby girl to Aldek and Gocem in New Crobosia. Aldek said it was the most beautiful baby he had ever seen. Most of the Crobosians were pleased at this event but there was some grumbling the baby wasn't Crobosian enough. This was an obvious reference to the absence of the third eye and the lack of hair. Maggie and I sent a gift of a stroller that converts into a sleeping carriage with a push of a button and folds into a very flat panel for storage. It was painted Lime green with darker green trim, colors normally used for Crobosian babies of either sex. Gocem sent us a nice thank you note back.
The next day Aldek and Gocem called a general meeting to show off the baby and get people used to the appearance of the new child. The baby, named Sequar (meaning future), was rolled around the area in the stroller we gave them in the sleeping carriage configuration. The reception was generally positive but some of the population stayed away for a variety of reasons. Only one, Hekor, admitted to purposeful avoidance of the meeting saying the child was an abortion of Crobosian values. Hekor was just over 100 (Earth) years old and was regarded by most as just a cranky old Crobosian.
Maggie contacted Keeper John to discuss what this baby represents in term of changes to the Crobosian genome and culture.
Maggie: “Genetically what have you done to Sequar.”
Keeper John: “You already know the most obvious changes dealing with hair, elimination of the third eye and skin tone. I think you are most interested in whether we found the gene or genes dealing with aggression and intolerance. If there's something to this, it's a very complex genetic interaction we haven't discovered. Right now I think it's a cultural influence and not a genetic problem. Look at the human experience with the Nazis and you can see how cultural influences can be warped to favor a ruling group's mythology no matter how far-fetched.”
Maggie: “John, I'm a little puzzled because aggression can be a hereditary trait in humans where their hormones are out of balance such as, too high adrenaline output when there is no valid external stimulus.”
Keeper John: “We observed spikes of high naka output, an analog to human adrenaline, during periods of high tension in the Crobosian settlement. At the same time we detected high adrenaline outputs in the human settlement as they were put on alert. The variations in naka output from individual to individual in the Crobosian population is similar to the differences in adrenaline output from individual to individual in the human populations. We can only assume such variations are considered normal. You are thinking, how do we know these naka and adrenaline levels? Both humans and Crobosians perspire and byproducts of these hormones become airborne and we can pick these up.”
Maggie: “Are you introducing variability into the Crobosian genome in a more general way?”
Keeper John: “Yes there will be variations in eye color, skin color and hair color and features. They will be subtle at first and become a bit more pronounced later. You can't wipe out thousands of generations of prejudice overnight.”
Maggie: “What you've accomplished in this short time in genetics is quite remarkable. The Crobosians may not fully appreciate your accomplishment but most of the human population feels you've done something which makes them feel much more comfortable about a future shared with Crobosians.”
Keeper John: “Our hope is the Crobosians can carry this forward after we've introduced a new generation of children. We're dealing with a very old population not very amicable to change. No sooner have I said this and I see we have a problem. Hekor approached the child pretending to be an admirer and pulled out a knife to stab the child. Gocem knew about Hekor calling the child an abortion so she was prepared and disarmed Hekor immediately after he pulled a knife and hit him hard enough to knock him out. He will be charged with attempted murder of the child. This shows how hard it is to predict behavior. We predicted he would not do anything violent but just remain a cantankerous critic.”
Maggie: “Where was your neural interface? Couldn't you just read his mind?”
Keeper John: “We only have three neural interfaces in the Crobosian settlement. He has not been near any of them in this last week. We don't want to overdo the placement of neural interfaces since they are invasive of one's privacy.”
Maggie: “At least there will be one less violent Crobosian to worry about in the future. Aldek will probably execute him.”
Keeper John: “I can't predict that outcome but I don't think it will happen since he is so old. I think it will be more like house arrest until he dies. Gocem will likely have some influence in that direction.”
Maggie: “I predict he will be executed. We'll see who's right?”
Keeper John: “Want to bet?”
Maggie: “Not this time.”
Multiplication: Children and Problems
It's been two weeks since Sequar was delivered to Aldek and Gocem. Five more babies have been delivered to other couples each with small variations of features such as eye and skin color. The small variations were noticed but were well matched to make a pleasing appearance so none of the receiving parents complained.
Hekor was sentenced to house arrest for the rest of his life for his attempt on Sequar's life. He was made to wear a wrist device that would trigger an alarm if he left the premises. Keeper John was right; Gocem would influence Aldek to be lenient even though Aldek believed this could encourage others to attempt such acts. Gocem argued lenient sentences could lead to a gentler society. Aldek wasn't so sure.
Keeper Dilek was monitoring some conversations when he picked up the acting sheriff Tafrax, a friend of Aldek, plotting with his acting assistant, Trillic. The plan was to use Hekor as a suicide bomber to kill all the children. Both Tafrax and Trillic were chosen for office by lot so this was particularly disturbing for the Keepers. It means either this was a probabilistic fluke or there are a lot of Crobosians who feel this way about the children. Furthermore, they have the key to release Hekor and they have all the weapons and explosives under their control.
Keeper Dilek to Gocem by mental radio: “You have a problem you are not aware of. Aldek's friend Tafrax is plotting to kill all the children.”
Gocem: “I don't doubt you but he has seemed to act most reasonably in the past and we have carried on good conversations about the future. He has never hinted to me or Aldek he was upset by the children's modified appearance.”
Keeper Dilek: “They are fashioning an explosive jacket for Hekor to wear. As you know, Keeper Tula is conducting a day-care facility all the babies are attending. She provides a very stimulating environment for brain and body development. That's where Hekor will trigger his explosive jacket. If he doesn't, they will do it for him by radio.”
Gocem: “When is this going to happen?”
Keeper Dilek: “We don't believe the date and time have been decided yet and we don't know the progress made on the explosive jacket.”
Gocem: “This is really disturbing and it raises many issues. I presume the evidence for this was gotten by your eaves dropping and you don't want that hand to be shown. You need to gather more intel so it has to be done in a more conventional manner. Tafrax and Trillic control the weapons so they are in a position to take over and I suspect they will attempt to do so after this event. There’s already suspicion the Keepers are eavesdropping so I'm sure they will carry this out in the most covert possible way. I'm quite surprised you even picked up on their conversation so it indicates they either are careless, don't believe the rumors or they wanted you to know.”
Keeper Dilek: “Why would they want us to know?”
Gocem: “You have to learn to think like a politically ambitious Crobosian. If they have political aspirations, then they might just want you to stop them. Then they can reveal a phony bomb jacket and say this was a test to prove you were listening in on them. Then they would start a drive to move the town and build their own buildings free of bugs. They would also gain a political upper hand since they outsmarted the Keepers. When it comes to learning moral lessons Crobosian are a bit slow. I now have mixed feelings about convincing Aldek to let Hekor live. On the other hand, we might not have uncovered this plot. Then there is the nagging question, did the lenient penalty for Hekor cause the plot? Furthermore, we really don't know what the plot is.”
Keeper Dilek: “I think you've summarized the situation better than I could have. The question at this time is what is the next step.”
Gocem: “I need to talk to Aldek. I have to be very careful how I approach this but I think he will have some ideas.”
Aldek was near Gocem but was unaware of Gocem's radio communication with the Keeper. Aldek also does not know about the Keeper's eavesdropping.
Gocem: “Aldek, there is something I picked up by reading faces. Some kind of plot is brewing and your friend Tafrax is involved.”
Aldek: “I don't believe it! Tafrax is a friend.”
Gocem: “He wasn't your friend until you became the New Crobosian's leader. Remember, he has all the guns.”
Aldek: “You know there is going to be another lottery for public-service offices in six months. We could say we want to secure the weapons with a two key system, one held by the head Sheriff and the other held by the elected leader. We could set a time frame of one week. That would force his hand if something is going on.”
Gocem: “Just let me tag along and I'll smile a lot. I'll see what I can pick up.”
Gocem to Keeper Dilek by mental radio: “Do you have a neural interface I can use which is portable enough to be inserted into me?”
Keeper Dilek: “Not handy, but maybe we can make something in a hurry.”
Gocem: “It only has to work for a short time so a power source lasting a couple of hours should be adequate once turned on.”
Keeper Dilek: “I'll try to have something for you by tomorrow. I understand why you need it.”
Gocem: “That would be fine.”
Gocem to Aldek: “Could you set up a meeting with Tafrax and Trillic tomorrow afternoon? Just say you want to review some security procedures, talk about building a small jail and sheriff's office. Suggest some additional street lighting and cameras to be monitored at this sheriff's office.”
Aldek: “That sounds believable, I'll do it right away.”
Gocem and Aldek visited Tafrax's office and Trillic was also present.
Aldek: “I like the idea of individuals who are serving a sentence not have the comforts of home so I think it's time we build a jail. What do you think?”
Tafrax: “House arrest seems to be working and I don't see why we need to go to an additional effort.”
Aldek: “It isn't much of an effort. A secure building could be built in a week. We could also secure all of the guns and explosives in a special locker in the jail as well.”
Trillic: “What's wrong with the current storage facility?”
Aldek: “Who's there to guard it? If it is connected to the jail, one can be more responsive if it is broken into. The current building wasn't built to be a secure housing for arms.”
Trillic: “It's secure enough.”
Aldek: “Okay, let’s take a look?”
Tafrax eyed Trillic as if to say shut up. “Aldek, you're right, it should be rebuilt.”
Aldek: “We are going to have a new lottery in six months so we should have a two key lock on the armory.”
Trillic: “And who is going to hold the keys?”
Aldek: “The Sheriff will have one and I or whoever holds my office will hold the other.”
Trillic: “And if we are attacked by humans and you are not around?”
Aldek: “We've only been attacked by humans once and it was for both our and the humans' benefit. It eliminated a criminal element bent on sending us to oblivion. It is far more likely we will be attacked by our own worst enemy, us.”
Tafrax eying Trillic again, “Aldek, don't mind Trillic. He's a bit paranoid.”
Aldek: “Tafrax these are valid questions which deserve answers. I will be by tomorrow to show you some plans.”
Tafrax: “Okay, good to see you both.”
Aldek to Gocem on the way back to their apartment, “I think it went well, don't you?”
Gocem: “Let me first talk about what was overtly obvious. When Trillic objected that the current armory was secure, you asked to see it. Tafrax quickly deflected you and gave Trillic a killing look. Believe me, they don't want you to look at the current armory because you may notice some of the high explosives are missing. When you proposed the two key lock on the armory Tafrax's face became quite tense because he was wondering how much you knew. When you mentioned the humans eliminated the criminal element Trillic winced.”
Aldek: “I guess I was too busy either talking or thinking about what I was going to say to notice what was not overtly obvious.”
Gocem: “This visit accelerated their plans. They are definitely planning an attack on the babies then take over New Crobosia. A suicide bomber is involved; I’m quite sure it will be Hekor. We need to put a microcamera above Hekor's door. I will do it right now. I'm sure I can get one from Keeper Dilek.”
Aldek: “This could be dangerous. I will go with you.”
Gocem: “Don't worry. I can be rebuilt in a flash, you can't. There’s really no risk on my part.”
Aldek: “I keep forgetting.”
Gocem gives Aldek a gentle kiss, “That's a nice complement my love.”
Gocem returned from Keeper Dilek's underground lab with a tiny stick-pin video camera and headed for Hekor's apartment. On the way Keeper Dilek informed her Tafrax and Trillic were already there and carried with them a bulky jacket. Gocem hurried her step to get there before Tafrax and Trillic leave. Arriving at the door Gocem knocked but no one answered.
Gocem: “Hekor, I know you're in there. I'm just going to wait here and keep knocking until you answer.”
After knocking again, Hekor answered, “Who the hell are you and what do you want?”
Gocem: “I need to talk to you about the children and your problem with them. I think the Crobosian future is at stake.”
Hekor: “Now is not a good time!”
Gocem: “If you have someone with you I don't care. I want to talk to you right now!”
Hekor: “As I said before, now is not a good time.”
Gocem: “Would you like me to kick down the door?”
Hekor: “I'll call the Sheriff!”
Gocem: “I have a hunch he's already here.”
The door opened and Hekor Stood aside to let Gocem in. She noticed Hekor's security bracelet was no longer on his wrist and he was wearing a somewhat bulky jacket. She stepped in and used her back to close the door and rested against it. “Hekor, where are your friends?” She noticed the bedroom door was slightly ajar. “Are they in there?”
Tafrax and Trillic walked out of the bedroom into the living area. Tafrax spoke first, “What are you doing here?”
Gocem: “A better question is, what are you doing here?”
Tafrax: “We have business here.”
Gocem moving toward Hekor, “I'll bet you do. Hekor, I see you have your bracelet removed and you have a new jacket.” Gocem touched the jacket. “You going somewhere? You know it's warm outside. Your jacket doesn't seem to be very well made, it's kind of lumpy and it smells like explosives. You don't strike me as someone who wants to die.”
Hekor to Tafrax, “You told me this jacket just contained phony explosives!”
Tafrax: “Hekor, shut up!” Tafrax drew his gun and Trillic followed. “Gocem, you and Hekor are going for a little walk.”
Gocem: “I don't think so. I can feel the wires running to the button on the collar of the jacket. I'll bet if I push this button we'll all blow up.”
Tafrax: “If you're right then you will probably blow up the people downstairs as well.”
Hekor to Tafrax: “There’s no one living downstairs.”
Tafrax: “Shut up Hekor!”
Gocem: “If you think you can shoot me before I press this button you are mistaken but you are welcome to try.”
Tafrax: “You would kill us to protect these abominations you call Crobosian babies.”
Gocem: “Faster than you can blink!”
Trillic, who was barely in the doorway, receded back into the bedroom and clicked off the lights.
Gocem: “Tafrax, Tell Trillic to come out. There’s no window to escape from in the bedroom.”
Tafrax stuck his head into the open bedroom doorway as if to call to Trillic then he too disappeared into the room and shut the door. Gocem moved quickly toward the bedroom door holding Hekor by the collar. At the same time she mentally turned her hand into a dead man's switch so if anything happened to her, her hand would close and the button would be depressed. She kicked down the door as they started firing explosive ammunition at the far wall in an attempt to blow a hole to escape through protecting themselves with a mattress. The bullet fragments which did little damage to the far wall ricocheted hitting Gocem and Hekor and the Jacket. The resulting explosion annihilated all four.
Gocem appeared on the wall screen in the commons area of New Crobosia with the following message.
Gocem: “What you will see is the actual event through my eyes. As you can see, I'm fine, but my alternate body, created by the Keepers, was blown to bits. When the actual explosion takes place it will be shown in slow motion so you can see the sequence of events. Sheriff Tafrax and his deputy Trillic tried to use the outlawed guns and exploding ammunition to breach the wall of the apartment bedroom and escape. They instead triggered the explosion of the suicide jacket they made for Hekor to kill all of our children and take over New Crobosia. [video sequence shown] Hopefully this will end this insanity but we must remain vigilant. It seems a new villain arises in our midst every time an old one is eliminated. I hope we are not heir to some bizarre conservation principle involving balancing good with evil. More likely, we have somehow created an ecological niche for evil to exist. If we were all gainfully employed doing creative tasks, then there would be less room for evil. The humans have an expression 'Idleness is the devil's workshop'. We also have one even more to the point 'Idle hands destroy by eight what others try to create'. All Crobosians now have a future, let’s build on this so the next generation will have some respect for us and our efforts.”
Maggie: “Skip, I think we should start thinking about which signals to respond to and how we are going to deal with General Denning. He has taken over a small colony of survivors.”
“Maggie, I think we should take his ship.”
Maggie: “But Colonel Gatelin is still on it.”
“Shouldn't he be dead by this time. What is the maximum time he could live on the materials available on the ship?”
Maggie: “All water is 100% recycled so there will be no shortage of the most critical food component. Considering his weight and even if he sleeps most of the time he should not have lived this long. As far as we know, the shuttle has not been able to refuel to go back into orbit. The last communication we were able to monitor was about a month ago and we are only a week away from orbit right now. I suspect he will be in a coma if he is not dead.”
“Why can't he just go back into one of the stasis chambers?”
Maggie: “That would work if he knew how to program them.”
“It's not difficult. Neither of them is going to admit to knowing how to program them. I wouldn't under those circumstances. Early on they knew the penalty for their crime was going to be a return to Earth.”
Maggie smiled, “You have an uncanny grasp of the criminal mind which worries me sometimes.”
“Maggie, I think you insulted me.”
Maggie: “I'm just a little jealous I didn't think of it. Something prevents me from even thinking such thoughts. It makes even less sense because I created Aurora and she has no trouble thinking along those lines.”
“Maggie, you have a lovable naiveté making me love you every minute of the day.”
Maggie: “Is this your way of saying you love me because you have a talent that makes me look stupid.”
“Nothing could be further from the truth. It is your unbounded love which keeps you from thinking in these channels. Your unbounded love gives you an aura of innocence and naiveté.”
Maggie: “You have a quicksilver tongue and I love it.”
“Focusing on the problem at hand, shall we try to take the Milky Way.”
Maggie: “I vote yes. It will remove a major weapon from General Denning's reach. We know he used the laser cannon once to obliterate a group who opposed him when he landed. He chose his landing site well since it is an ad hoc fuel rod reprocessing facility to try to keep the few remaining reactors operational. He eventually will have the capability to go anywhere on the planet with his shuttle.”
“I vote we give the ship some intelligence.”
Maggie: “I agree it's a good idea and I know just how to do it. I can address the on-board computer and get it to open its door to a Trojan horse. I will then follow it with a data stream and in moments it will be live.”
“Do you have a name for your creation?”
Maggie: “I was thinking Helen.”
“Of course, Helen of Troy. It was the Trojan Horse which won the war to bring Helen home.”
Maggie: “It's Done!”
“What's done?”
Maggie: “I've already sent the Trojan Horse and Helen. We should get a response in three hours.”
“Maggie, you are a marvel! You deserve a big kiss.”
Maggie: “I was hoping for a bit more.”
“We have three hours to burn. I can't think of a better way to spend it.”
Maggie: “Burning isn't exactly what I had in mind.”
She advanced toward me, flipped off her dress revealing her full nude form which soon enveloped me in bliss.
Three hours later and no response was received from the Milky Way.
Maggie: “You are due to share consciousness with your counterpart soon. I need to connect as well to find out exactly the state of the Milky Way on-board computer. Aurora was the last person to deal with it before The Milky Way left Tillian Five.”
I had to laugh, “You know, if Aurora is involved, she's going to throw a spanner in the works.”
Maggie: “I hope she did it in a way that's undoable. She knows we wanted to make the ship available to the Chinese if any were around to take advantage of the ship.”
“We are back down to near one contact per day and one is due about now!”
Maggie: “I'm connected, got Aurora, here's the story. Aurora put in a power down of all systems including the computer after one year. Two years have passed. We will have to dock to bring everything back up. If General Denning tries to get back on board, the air lock will malfunction. Colonel Gatelin, if on board, is long dead since all the stasis units would have been shut down.”
“If the computer is down how will General Denning be recognized?”
Maggie: “The docking port has its own independent computer activated when the outboard hatch is opened. The camera in there has a feed to both the docking port computer and the main navigation computer. The docking computer has been reprogrammed to recognize both the General and the Colonel. It's a pinhead sized computer but it does the job.”
“At this distance we should be receiving radio signals as low as one watt if it is directed toward us. I figured we would be seeing a lot of additional traffic. We have maybe a hundred signals total in one Earth revolution.”
Maggie: “We should set up shop in a place where there are people but we don't want to get overrun. We should also try to dethrone General Denning and I have a few helpful ideas in that department. There appear to be a couple of candidates. One is in Southern California and the other is in Brazil.”
“I have a prejudice for Southern California since I don't speak Portuguese. I know, I could get the Portuguese download and be speaking like a native in 15 minutes. I still won't feel like a native.”
Maggie: “I thought you might like Southern California better. The place is called La Jolla and there are more than 100 people living there. They are subsisting on seafood raised in a somewhat controlled environment and the temperatures average about 15 degrees Celsius. There’s no threat they will be overrun by Glaciers. The rest of the story is about the same everywhere, low oxygen levels, high UV radiation, virtually no terrestrial plant and animal life except a small amount in controlled environments. The most interesting part of this settlement is, there are two very intelligent androids who are part of the community. They were made shortly after I was by the same CMU team. I'm very anxious to contact them.”
“Contact them.”
Maggie: “I don't want my communication to be intercepted by anyone else. Right now, even with maximum focus our beam will cover all of Southern California. I will have to wait a day to be closer and our beam will only cover the La Jolla area.”
“I have been listening in on some of their communications as well. They seem to be a community of good people but they don't allow outsiders in. It may be they feel they have just enough for subsistence and can't afford to share. They are surrounded by quasi-criminal elements trying to steal what they can from the La Jolla colony. Some are well armed so I believe the La Jolla colony will need our help surviving.”
Maggie: “The same is true of the Belem colony in Brazil as well. I don't know if we will be able to help both of them.”
“It will only take us 30 minutes, maybe less, to go from La Jolla to Belem Using our shuttle. Maybe we can do something.”
Maggie: “We will also be a target for antiaircraft missiles or even a well-placed bullet from a high-powered rifle. Both settlements can be approached from the sea reducing the likelihood of such attacks”
“We could contact both settlements tomorrow and see what kind of reception we get.”
Maggie: “We will have to do Belem the day after tomorrow since they are an even smaller target. They are near Ananias, a larger metropolitan area adjacent to Belem, run by a sophisticated criminal element. They would make saints out of the old Mafia by comparison. I think we have some situations here making the Crobosians pale in comparison.”
“Sounds as though we need to be well armed before we go there.”
Maggie: “I discovered something the Keepers didn't tell us about.”
“I'm sure there is a lot the Keepers didn't tell us because they felt we were not ready.”
Maggie: “Here’s a good one. One of the cubes can make, among an assortment of hi-tech devices, small gamma ray lasers.”
“That's interesting, as a weapon or something else.”
Maggie: “Both, but as a weapon something no larger than a pistol can send out a beam killing instantly at distances up to several kilometers; farther away, the kill takes longer. Its beam is invisible.”
“If we had one of those in our body or head, we could kill just by looking at someone. That's scary as hell.”
Maggie: “Or as part of our clothes. As horrible as this device is, it may be something we’ll need. As an example, remember how the atomic bombs dropped on Japan stopped a war that clearly would have killed far more people. In the case of Japan the power of the weapon was considered almost supernatural and overpowered their proclivity to fight to the last man to preserve their honor. If one raises his hand and someone dies on the spot as a consequence, I think most humans would regard such an event as supernatural.”
“It would certainly get their attention; however, I don't want to be a tin god.”
Maggie: “We may not have a choice if we wish to save lives. In most places on Earth civil society is badly broken”
“What else does the cube make?”
Maggie: “Every kind of laser and maser you can think of and hundreds of thousands of related devices I never imagined.”
“Maggie, I think a cube that can synthesize food would be a lot more useful to begin with. These people have no food and many are driven to extreme actions by survival.”
Maggie: “I think you will find if you feed some of these people they will just become a lot more dangerous. Some of these have gone through several generations of barbarism. It's all they know. They need to be deprogrammed.”
“Maggie, You have to feed them while deprogramming them.”
Maggie: “I'm just saying feeding, by itself, is not the answer. It takes a lot of intense work on the part of well trained and hardworking humans, and androids, to change these people and even then there will be some who won't change.”
“Such as Denning and Gatelin.”
Maggie: “Good examples.”
Maggie: “We're close enough to contact La Jolla. I'll make contact without revealing too much.”
South Wind radio message: “South Wind to La Jolla colony, we're here to help. Beam reply to declination 23 degrees and right ascension 122 degrees so it doesn't get intercepted by your aggressive neighbors.”
Three hours later the following reply was received from La Jolla:
“Who are you? South Wind is meaningless to us. What do we need? Our enemies annihilated.”
South Wind: “We are arriving from Tillian Five and we are not assassins. We do have some technology you might find very helpful.”
La Jolla: “We got your message a few years ago. You are murders sent back from Tillian to meet Earth Justice.”
South Wind switching to Video: “As you can see we are not General Denning and Colonel Gatelin. I am an Android named Margret Tillian Star. I was the ships computer on the Tillian Star and Captain Malcolm Rogers here [panning to Skip] got me a body as you can see [panning back]. General Denning is now a dictator on one of the Philippine Islands and Colonel Gatelin we believe is dead. We will confirm when we get to the Milky Way ship in three days. It was originally the Chinese ship Lotus Blossom.”
La Jolla: “Why have you come back from Tillian Five? To many, Tillian Five is a fable, to others it is distant memory passed from generation to generation. We are fortunate to have two individuals who do remember and they do not understand why Malcolm Rogers is looking so young when he should be well over 100 years old.”
South Wind: “The answer to this is complicated. Skip, Malcolm is now an android like me. We are both copies of the original androids sent back to help Earth recover from the WR104 gamma ray burst. The planet Tillian Five was terraformed by very advanced technology; not ours. We have that technology on board our ship.”
La Jolla: “I wish you could arrive sooner. We believe we will be under attack in a day or so. Forces are gathering around us, they greatly outnumber us and they have found some formidable weapons.”
South Wind: “I assume this is over food. Do you have any food stores at all?”
La Jolla: “Food is the issue. We have some, dried fish and some dried fruit”
South Wind: “We will be able to synthesize some food for you when we arrive. Contact your enemies and have them appoint a representative, let him in, and show him what you have. Don't hide any food. If they demand what you have in your stores, give it to them. They will be busy fighting over the spoils for a few days and it will postpone a conflict till we get there.”
La Jolla: “What can you do to help us besides supplying food. They will eventually overwhelm us and kill us all.”
South Wind: “We'll do whatever it takes to cause the least loss of life on both sides.”
La Jolla: “You mean you will help them also?”
South Wind: “We have learned many lessons dealing with adversaries you haven't imagined yet. You will be able to control the situation to some extent and bring many of these people back into a more civilized society. It won't be easy but it is doable.”
La Jolla: “We would rather not have anything to do with them.”
South Wind: “We felt the same way but you will have little choice. Closed societies invite suspicion and envy from outsiders and outsiders will be all too ready to conquer you to take what you have in both material goods and what secrets they suspect you hold.”
La Jolla: “Depressing thoughts. We have sent out a radio message for them to send a representative for talks on sharing what we have. We have not received a reply. I'm afraid they will interpret this as a sign of weakness.”
South Wind: “You are right, they will interpret it as a sign of weakness but they will not be able to resist sending a representative as a spy to check out your defenses. Look as defenseless as possible for two reasons. First, you want them to underestimate your defense capabilities and second, if you seem defenseless then they will assume they can take you at their leisure. Be friendly to the representative and do this as a sincere goodwill gesture and it will be the first step in dividing the wolves from the sheep.”
La Jolla: “I hope you're right. We will defer to your experience.”
“Maggie, I think we can start talking to Belem.”
Maggie: “I'll get it started right now.”
South Wind to Belem [in Portuguese]: “South Wind to Belem colony, we're here to help. Beam reply to declination 23 degrees and right ascension 122 degrees so it doesn't get intercepted by your aggressive neighbors.”
Belem to South Wind: “Who are you? We are under attack. Cannot hold out for long.”
South Wind to Belem [switching to video]: “We are three days away. We can’t get there any sooner. I am Margret Star and [panning over] this is Malcolm Rogers [he waives]. We've come from Tillian Five and have technology to help you if you can hold out long enough.”
Belem: “We will be totally out of ammunition in three days and probably out of lives to lose.”
South Wind to Belem: “Make every bullet count. Don't use any automatic weapons fire unless you are being overrun and will lose the weapons and the ammunition. I will download some tactics to you that may be helpful.” [download stream follows]
Belem: “Thanks for the information; astounded it is in Portuguese. Will take a close look. Please get here as fast as you can.”
South Wind to Belem: “I collated and translated the information for you. We have the capability to do this type of work with great speed. Malcolm and I will try to terraform the Earth back to what it was and preserve what is left of civilization and try to make it flower again.”
Belem: “Noble but very ambitious undertaking. I hope you succeed and I hope we will be there to enjoy it. We have tried out several of your suggestions and the phony booby traps with a sprinkling of real ones have worked well. We can get them to funnel in toward us and can pick them off one by one. Today’s attack has been repelled and there is quiet for the moment.”
South Wind to Belem: “It is still two and a half days till we get there, contact us if you need anything. We will be listening continuously.”
Belem: “We will keep you updated on our situation.”
We switched our beam back to La Jolla and made a request.
South Wind to La Jolla: “This is Maggie of the South Wind. Please put me in contact with your androids. I would like to talk about our developmental history.”
La Jolla: “You have been in contact with us all along.”
South Wind: “I don't really know my history or yours except we are all designed at CMU. Do you know who designed the Tillian Star guidance computer?”
La Jolla: “We are Tristan and Isolde and as the names imply we are a couple made for each other. You were completed six months before we were started. You, as we, are based on the human brain anatomy. You were based on the brain of Gladys White, a humanitarian with a great capacity to love. They were able to capture some of that in your makeup by using brain downloading even though it was imperfect. They really wanted to resurrect Gladys White and were not successful. Your makeup was incorporated into the ships computer knowing you would be highly motivated to take good care of the crew. You clearly did a good job.”
“We were the result of an attempt to resurrect a young newlywed couple who died in an arctic boat accident. They were pulled out of the water after an hour in the water and flown in this highly cooled state to CMU where their brains were immediately gelled, sliced and scanned. We faired a little better than you did because we remembered some fragments of our past. The android bodies they had for us didn't look anything like our previous appearance but it didn't matter, we still loved each other. The researchers kiddingly named us Tristan and Isolde. We both liked it so it stuck. Our parents who paid a king’s fortune for this were not altogether happy with the result, our memory loss, us changing our names and our new appearance. We liked our new names and appearance. We weren't all that good looking previously so this was a step up for us.”
“To answer the last part of you question there was no one researcher involved. It was a collaboration of many researchers from several departments. They learned a lot from us and were going to embark on more human brain downloads when disaster struck.”
Maggie: “I'm thrilled to find I have a human origin. Let me send you everything we have on military strategy and arms making. I'm sure you already have much of this but there is more from the Crobosians we've added.” [data stream follows]
La Jolla: “You came close to exceeding our storage buffer. You’ve provided us with a mountain of data to sift through.”
Maggie: “I can't wait to meet you both in person. I've also made an attempt to order the information in the last data stream with the most relevant to your situation first. I hope I've been helpful.”
La Jolla: “We are making immediate use of your information. Several surveillance and weapons systems are being made from the information provided and some will be finished in the next few hours. We are extremely grateful.”
Maggie: “Don't hesitate to contact me for any reason whatsoever. We are now only two days away.”
Two days later they were near orbit attempting to get a fix and a visual on the Milky Way.
Maggie: “I see a problem.”
“I see it too. A shuttle is docked to the Milky Way. I don't know if it is the Milky Way's shuttle or another one.”
Maggie: “I've got an idea. Time to contact the shuttle.”
Maggie, with a male voice I never heard before, addressed the shuttle on several common communication frequencies: “Attention shuttle near Milky Way. Who are you? We have claimed this ship for salvage.”
Response from Shuttle: “Who the fuck are you and where the fuck are you?”
“I think you have a checkmate. That's General Denning.”
Maggie: “It's him all right. I think he just arrived. I'm staying out of the range of his shuttles sensors and also moving to another position. I'll send him one more message then let’s see what he will do?”
Maggie with the same male voice: “This is Steve of Canyon Enterprises out of Geneva. We've attached an owner’s beacon to the ship.”
We waited patiently for a reply but none was forthcoming.
Maggie: “I think he finally tried to board. Maybe we should move in to see what happened.”
“Maggie, we don't have a whole lot in the way of weapons except a couple of pistols. I think we should download some quick lessons.”
Maggie: “I already have and they are ready for you as well.”
“Got it, now let’s see if the bastard went into the airlock.”
Maggie: “I'm positioning us so we can monitor and ground communication to his shuttle or the ship. We are here and the ground people are trying to communicate without success. Let’s hold position for a while and see what happens.”
After an hour, we were about ready to move in when we intercepted a message from the shuttle.
Shuttle to ground: “This is Denis. Something went wrong in the airlock. General Denning and Mike Little are dead. I'm the only one left and I don't know how to fly this thing. I think, I hope I just got the radio going.”
Ground to shuttle: “We hear you loud and clear but cannot help you. Denning was training Mike to fly the shuttle; he trusted no one else.”
Maggie with male voice to shuttle: “We are moving in to help you. We will dock on the other docking port and come get you. The ship was booby trapped for General Denning and got Mike Little by mistake. We will be there in 60 seconds.”
On docking, Maggie entered the Milky Way, reenabled the computer, downloaded her virus and intelligent reprogramming then Helen answered. “Hi Maggie.”
Maggie: “Hi Helen, we'll talk later, I've got a couple of things to do first.” She then connected a small gas cylinder to the air system, sent some mental instructions to Helen and proceeded to the airlock connected to the other shuttle. Wearing her now famous red bikini she gingerly maneuvered around the bodies and knocked on the door of the other shuttle. Denis looked through the port window and had a very surprised look on his face.
He opened the shuttle door with a gun in his hand. “Take me to your . . .”
Maggie had given a mental radio command to Helen to release the reticulon anesthesia gas and route it to the “A” docking port and Denis slowly crumpled to the corner of the chamber. She removed the gun from his hand and secured his hands and feet.
Maggie: “Okay Helen, you can clear the air of the gas.”
At this point I entered The Milky Way, “Looks like everything is under control. Did you check the shuttle to see if there was anyone else?”
Maggie: “I'm sure there is no one else but it might be booby trapped so I'm releasing it and moving us to a safe distance.”
“Really? The other shuttle is a good catch.”
Maggie: “I agree but I'm just playing it safe right now. Looks like Denis, over here is coming back to life. He looks scared as hell.”
Denis: “Who are you and where am I?”
Maggie: “I'm Maggie and This is Skip. We don't intend to harm you but we don't want you running around with a gun. You're on the Milky Way.”
Denis: “We're all going to die. I set the self destruct on the shuttle as I was instructed to do.”
Maggie: “What's the time delay on the self destruct and can you disable it?”
Denis: “Yes, ten minutes.”
Maggie: “Two minutes left, we won't have time to dock and disarm it. Bye-bye shuttle; now what do we do with you?”
Denis: “I can't go back there. They will kill me.”
Maggie: “Why is that? I take it they didn't like the General much.”
Denis: “He's a butcher. He made me kill the women and children of men who stood in his way.”
Maggie: “And just how did he get you to do that?”
Denis: By threatening me and holding my wife and children hostage.
I felt moved to say something to Maggie, “Sound like a good reason for the death penalty for people like the General.”
Maggie: “I was wrong. I admit it.”
Denis: “Are you THE Maggie?”
Maggie: “THE Maggie?”
Denis: “There’s a rumor or legend a voice, identifying herself as Maggie, warned people about the General.”
Maggie: “That would be me. Looks like the warning wasn't heeded.”
A small rumble was felt as the shield reacted to small fragments of the exploding shuttle being deflected.
Maggie: “There goes the shuttle.”
“Too bad, I think we could have put it to good use.”
Maggie: “You're right but I couldn't take the chance. I knew Denning would install a self destruct. It might have been set when Denning left the shuttle; it's why I waited an hour.”
Denis: “What's going to happen to me.”
Maggie: “I contacted the planet and said that you were sick and could you put his wife and children on a video link. Guess what? You don't have a wife and children. We will drop you off in a clearing five km from the settlement. We don't have the time or the inclination to deal with you.”
After dropping off Denis, the South Wind proceeded to Belem. It was under attack again. We buzzed the attackers, stopping them in their tracks. We then hovered one kilometer above the settlement and turned on our Audio. I manned the laser cannon in case anyone decided to send a missile at us. Maggie got on the mic, “I'm Maggie from Tillian Five, We have some food for you we will drop. Don't get greedy, share. There will be more. Those who show aggression will be dealt with. Do not attack this settlement or there will be extremely serious consequences.”
Just as she finished her statement one of the men launched a shoulder launched missile. I zapped the missile then zapped the man. I then released the parachute drop of food and they all went for it like starving jackals over a kill. We then landed within the compound and were greeted like conquering heroes. We synthesized enough food so that we had enough for the compound and our next stop La Jolla.
Benedito Galego: “Welcome to Belem, one of the last fragments of the civilized World." I am Benedito Galego the Mayor of our little hamlet. I presume you are the famous Maggie we have heard about. You seem to possess the power to save us from the chaos surrounding us.”
Maggie: “Our power is limited but we can increase your chances. This is my husband Skip Rogers. We have come back from Tillian Five to save Earth but we won't be able to save everybody. It's going to be a struggle taking perhaps a thousand years.”
Benedito: “Who's going to take over after you're gone?”
Maggie: “Benedito, We're not human, we're androids. Both of us started out as humans and our emotions are human but our life span is indeterminate.”
Benedito looked a bit frightened, “God in heaven, who do you represent?”
Maggie noticing many crosses and a statue of the Virgin Mary with child in the compound quickly realized this is a conclave of Catholics. “Please don't be frightened but rather regard us as angels doing God's work. We want nothing from you except you try to take in others as your capacity to help them increases. Starving people can make terrible mistakes. At the same time you will need to recognize the wolves and keep them out. It is not an easy road but we'll give you assistance.”
I decided this was a good time to bare gifts. “Benedito, We have this package for your people. In it are food bars of 1200 calories each and contain the minimum daily requirements of everything. We also understand you have no computers so we are presenting you with these ten tablet computers containing much information on how to build weapons, make food from almost nothing and growing food under your current conditions. These computers are networked and if you find one missing the others will tell you where it is. If a missing computer gets into unauthorized hands, it will freeze up. Take good care of them and they will last a lifetime or more. We are also supplying you with a small seed library for this climate.”
Benedito: “I thank you for your generosity but we don't know how to use the computers.”
Maggie: “If you can read and talk you can use them. You'll see. We have another stop but you can contact us at any time. I'll write down the coordinates to beam the signal to our relay point. We need to leave right away”
I knew Helen moved the Milky Way into a synchronous orbit over Ecuador and was using it to relay signals to us no matter where we were in the American continent. She provided the direction to beam the signal but did not want to identify this relay point as the Milky Way since it had a malevolent reputation.
Approaching from the sea we got clearance to land at the La Jolla settlement. We opened the door of the shuttle and found we were surrounded by men with guns.
Maggie: “What's going on?”
A rather scarred, bearded and severe looking man stepped forward, “I'm Al Hamilton. We wanted to be sure you were not General Denning. I didn't trust the voice was female; it could have been a Maggie impersonator or a voice translator. We must be sure.”
A couple of the armed men entered the ship, one with long straggly blond hair and the other bald and stout, and asked me who I was. I replied, “I am Captain Malcolm Rogers and if you are a friend you can call me Skip; if not you can get out of my ship!”
“You're forgetting, we are the ones holding the guns.”
I was getting annoyed, “And why are you pointing your guns around. We're not dangerous.”
Bald man: “What are these big cubes?”
“They are what is going to make your planet green again.”
Maggie to Al: “Come aboard and look around.”
Maggie went back up the stairs and motioned for Al to follow. He started to reluctantly and suddenly the stairs folded out from under him, the door closed and the ship took off in less than half a second. The ship accelerated vertically at several g’s causing the guns to pull the onboard gunmen's arms straight down. The blond man's gun fired and wounded his own foot. The other man’s gun just made a thud on the floor. In a moment the two men were flat against the floor as well. A few seconds later, the ship reduced acceleration to more tolerable levels. The two men were disarmed and Maggie and I were holding the weapons.
Maggie: “Do you mind telling us what this is all about. Al was not telling the truth. What happened to the people who were here before?”
Bald man: “I don't know about any people.”
Maggie: “Then you are free to go.” The ship slowly matched its speed and direction to match the wind and there was no feeling of motion or any engine sound. The door opened and they both ran for the door and stopped short.
Bald man: “Holy shit! We're above the ocean.”
Maggie: “It only five kilometers down. Can't you swim? Perhaps you would rather talk?”
Bald man: “There's not much to tell. The town was hoarding food and wouldn't give us any so we took it.”
Maggie: “Did you find their hoard of food?”
Bald man: “No, but we will.”
Maggie: “What happened to the people?”
Bald man: “They were just more mouths to feed.”
Maggie: “So you killed them.”
Bald man: “They were greedy.”
Maggie: “Were they fat.”
Bald man: “No, they were rather skinny.”
“What you did is kill off your future food supply. We talked them into sharing what little they had with you. They had no food stores. Put on those parachutes over there. You have a message to deliver. Yes buckle that clip now go over to the door and jump before I shoot you. You are above your friends now.”
They didn't move out the door so Maggie fired a shot grazing the ear of the bald man and they both jumped.
I looked at Maggie, “I've never seen you so mad! Well only once when your parameters were out of balance.”
Maggie: “I'm mad, disappointed, mad at myself and well really upset. We got here too late. They must have taken over in a surprise attack last night. The blood stains in the area were we landed were just starting to turn black”
Maggie: “We need to find a place far from people to start terraforming.” “It shouldn't be too hard. Then we can transplant good people we gather up to the oasis we create.”
Maggie: “It needs to be near water and a variety of raw materials.”
“That would be any city on any ocean, sea or lake. The raw materials would be there without mining.”
Maggie: “It can't be buried too deeply in either earth or ice, no people present for at least 50 km, away from active fault lines, no volcanic activity and require the least terraforming to become a reasonable place for humans to live.”
“You probably want it to be protected from hurricanes taking the East and Gulf Coast off the map.”
Maggie: “I found an interesting place with zero population due to no food sources, Lake Havasu City.”
“I've never heard of it, I see, it is on the California Arizona border. No glacier on it yet, plenty of water and a small city of raw materials. It looks like a good place to start.”
Maggie: “It looks like many of the buildings are still intact. I’m going to go down there and take a close look.”
“There’s a small, nice looking concrete building that looks to be almost totally undamaged. Even the roof still seems okay but I can't tell what it’s composition is from here. How funny, it's the humane society building. I doubt it has seen any animals for at least 100 years. The parking lot across the street looks large enough for us.”
Maggie: “I'm going for it.”
“The front door has been broken into but the coloration of the wood indicates it was long ago.”
Maggie: “Probably in a desperate search for food. I bet you won't find the skeleton of one dead animal in there. They were probably all eaten.”
“Looks like a hurricane went through here. Everything was dumped on the floor in a search for anything which was either food or could be exchanged for food. There goes your source of copper. All the wiring and copper pipes have been removed. I'll bet there’s not a building in town that still has any copper.”
Maggie: “I think the answer to the copper problem is about a block from here. I saw a large truck filled with what looked like copper. I think he couldn't find any gas. In situations like this people don't think straight.”
“Sort of similar to when one is sexually aroused.”
Maggie: “Yes, back to the lizard brain. Anyway, the building looks sound and the roof is made of lightweight concrete. There’s not a person in sight and I don't see how they could survive here unless there are fish in the lake. I doubt there is much living in them but I could be surprised.”
“Hello!” We turned around to see someone who looked like an extra in an old western movie. He wore a floppy hat, a beard covering a sun damaged face, ragged dusty jean shirt and pants and moccasins on his feet.
“Are you the last man standing?” I asked with a smile.
Bearded man: “Yep, till you two came here.”
“What are you eating to stay alive?”
Bearded man: “Not telling. There ain't enough fer more than one person.”
Maggie: “Would you like a job that will provide you with food?”
Bearded man: “Sure. I can still dream.”
Maggie: “I'm serious. Here!” Maggie hands the old-timer a nutrition bar.
Bearded man: “What's this? If it doesn't move, I won't eat it.”
I started laughing and Maggie looked at me and started laughing as well with her throaty giggle which even got the old-timer to laugh. I asked him, “What's your name?”
“Zeke.”
“Do you have a last name?”
Zeke: “Probably, never heard it though.”
“Well Zeke, if you don't find enough of whatever it is you eat you will have this bar in reserve.”
Zeke hands the bar back to Maggie. “Give this to someone who needs it.”
Maggie: “That's very generous of you. Few would give back anything resembling food.”
Zeke: “I eat hellgrammites. I used to use them to fish with. Haven't caught any fish for years; don't know how many. It's easier to catch hellgrammites.”
“Maggie, I thought they were East Coast critters.”
Maggie: “Something like them are almost everywhere. The really big biting kind are East Coast.”
Zeke: “Oh these are big and they bite but I bite them first.”
I just shook my head and smiled.
Maggie: “We would like to bring this town back to life. How do you feel about that?”
Zeke: “I'll dance to that.”
I looked at Maggie's questioning frown then said, “That's a yes, I think.” Zeke then made a quick nod yes.
Maggie: “We're going to set up shop in this building. You're welcome to hang around if you like?”
Zeke: “Nope, gotta get some bugs, lunchtime you know.” Zeke took off in the direction of the lake.
Maggie: “Some people do find ways to survive. Hey, let's get this done!”
We then unloaded our craft and put it in a clean spot in the basement of the humane society structure. We then stacked our cubes over the power platform and set about making a variety of special purpose cubes. One of the first is a boring cube which creates its own pipe as it goes and it started the job of creating a pipe to the lake. There was still enough water in the city water tank to get things started. All we had to do was supply electricity to the water pump. Just then we got a call that there was trouble in Belem and we flew into action, got on the shuttle and arrived there as it was being overrun.
There were just too many, so we used the laser cannon to kill what looked like leaders and instructed the community to gather at the far end of the dock. We also instructed Helen to position the Milky Way 90 km above their buildings and on our signal blow them up with its laser cannon. We then went and landed on the dock between the outsiders and the insiders. The dock wobbled a bit under our weight but held. I could see the glint of gun barrels on the roof so I gave the signal. A blinding flash indicated our command to Helen was executed and we motioned for the refugees to get on board as fast as they could. We rescued 60 survivors. Benedito Galego was not among them.
Back at Lake Havasu everyone stepped out and looked around in some bewilderment. Maggie brought them to the building we took over and announced, “You are now in Lake Havasu. This is your new home where you will not be harassed. Stay out of the Sun due to Ultraviolet light.”
One in the crowd decided to take some initiative, “I'm Claudio Camelo and was Benedito's personal assistant. He was shot in front of my eyes. I wish this could have happened sooner. Are we restricted to this building?”
Maggie: “Not by any means. You are free to roam the planet if that's your desire. Just be sure you are protected against the UV light when you go out unless it is at night. You can claim any of the many abandoned buildings in this town as your own. There’s no electricity right now but there is running water for a little while. We should have utilities up and running soon.”
Claudio: “Where is Lake Havasu?”
Maggie: “You are in what used to be the United States of America in a state called Arizona. If you cross the lake, you'll be in California.”
Claudio: “Are there fish in the lake?”
Maggie: “We don't know but we don't think so.”
Claudio: “Then what are we going to eat?”
Maggie: “Our energy bars for the time being.”
Claudio: “They taste like cardboard.”
Maggie: “Maybe so, but it's nutritious cardboard.”
Everyone laughed but Claudio.
Maggie: “What did you eat before?”
Claudio: “Clams, some crabs and crawfish and some fish. We were very good fishermen. I don't know anything else.”
Maggie: “All of you will have to learn new things. We would like you to operate greenhouses. We will show you how to build them. I see a few of you still have the your tablets. We will load them with information you will need.”
Claudio: “I can't read too well.”
Maggie: “Those who can read will have to be the teachers and show others. Do any of you know how to speak English?” They all looked at each other shaking their heads. “If we run into others, you will need to know English to get information on other survivors they may know. There will be English lessons on the tablet as well. More tablets are available for those who can read. Find a place suitable for a schoolhouse and start some adult education right away. You must make time to learn new things.”
Claudio: “We must spend four hours a day praying.”
Maggie: “What are you praying for?”
Claudio: “Deliverance from evil.”
Maggie: “You've been delivered, now give thanks while you work. Make it into a song and sing it. It will lift your spirits. You are all starting a new life. All Christ really wanted from you was that you love each other. Everything else springs from that.”
Claudio: “Your words are wise. Benedito said you were an angel, I now believe him.”
Maggie: “I don't want to mislead you. I told Benedito to regard us as angels doing God's work. I didn't say that we were angels. We have an ambitious project, to fix this planet. So far, we failed to rescue a group in La Jolla and to only rescue part of your settlement. I would say we haven't done a stellar job so far but hopefully after we get this settlement going we can do a better job. You all have a role in helping us save this planet.”
Claudio: “I didn't realize that we are part of something big like this. We will help in any way we can.”
Maggie smiled, “Build the green houses as a first step then you will have something to eat besides cardboard.”
There was some laughter in the crowd but it was clear that they were just starting to grieve. Maggie then went into the crowd and hugged each one in turn. Tears were apparent in the eyes of many and all had lost people that they loved. Maggie also harbored the nagging fear that one or two hid themselves somewhere in the buildings that were blown to bits by the laser cannon from the Milky Way. They would never know. Maggie also wondered if she precipitated the two events that led to the destruction of both settlements since they both happened in the same 24 hour period.
I knew what Maggie was thinking and reminder her, “Predicting human events is near impossible. All we can do is guess with the information in hand and hope that things turn out. Remember, on Tillian we had powerful allies with deep intelligence information.”
Maggie: “I know but now I think I need a hug.”
I obliged of course and the crowd studied us curiously as if they were viewing two angels hugging. “Maggie, we now have to do our part.” We went back into the basement and I gathered all the energy bars and brought them upstairs and appointed Claudio to be the one who is in charge of energy bars. “Only two to each person per day. One is enough to survive and two is plenty to be healthy and able to do a good day’s work.”
Claudio: “I am honored to serve you in this way.”
“Claudio, You are not serving me, you are serving your people. We are all servants to each other and to the future of civilization. Those who have enough clothes, gloves and a hat and UV protective glasses may go outside and see if you can find adequate housing. Among all of you there should be enough for a couple of scouts.”
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