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Space

For small creatures such as us, the vastness is bearable only through love. - Carl Sagan

“The void is the enemy,” Siglinde said, “the infinite vacuum with no life, no love.”

When did I become a poet? She asked herself.

The vast emptiness had a few bright dots and the distant smudge of a local galaxy. She turned away from the view port and to her alien lover, now as a human, astrophysicist Adonis. At least, Siglinde saw Ted, her love in his human form, as the “hot hunk” that her anthropologist friend Liz described.

Of course, Ted was much more; he was an alien mind that held the quantum understanding that he could not share with Siglinde who merely had a human brain, although her brain certainly demanded admiration. The desire for that alien knowledge added to her lust and love.

This new world of emotion and giddiness proved to be a comfortable place to Siglinde, the normal, matter-of-fact physicist. Still, it seemed as alien as the craft that carried her to an even more mysterious world, Z263-A.

The events of the past few months, aliens on Earth, en-mass, and the revelation that her love, Ted, was a star traveller, had collapsed the un-certainty of her life of theory and analysis. Siglinde felt it transformed her from experimenter to the experiment, a quantum speck in fuzzy orbit about a mysterious reality.

“Strange,” Ted took her hand, “star travellers see the quantum soup, roiling, threatening, but one that also promises life. We opened the box and found the living universe. Look again...”

Siglinde turned; stars spread beneath her feet. Ted had adjusted the viewing port with his mind to allow through the greater galactic brilliance beneath the ship. Siglinde had experienced a same feeling of hanging in nothingness on a glass-floored tourist walkway that protruded over a cliff high above the Athabasca River. Then the river tumbled far below and roared between steep canyon walls. Thick, coniferous forest swept up the valley slope to the barren talus fields, and jagged peaks soared skyward high above. The ship arched above the galactic plane where the galaxy dominated the dark infinity.

“I forgot how visual humans are.” Ted’s lips found her cheek. Siglinde sighed and slumped against her love.

The best planetariums on Earth used the latest three-dimensional computer techniques to immerse the audience in a realistic simulation of a trip such as this actual one that carried Siglinde to the stars. Ted had helped a school friend develop such a programme that approached science fiction holo-deck realism. Siglinde wondered if the technology had not come from alien ability and not human ingenuity. In her new vision of the future, she did not care. She simply understood that if alien technology became available to humans, it would be as if they had given a child a loaded gun. The evidence on Earth showed that would lead to disaster, and the human population would have to reach the equivalent of the galactic age-of-majority to be trusted with any of that power. Aliens on Earth seemed to be galactic doorkeepers checking human I.D.

She sighed at the enormity of the problem, and the likelihood that humanity would fail, admission denied.

“Where is Z263-A?” Siglinde asked.

“That one,” Ted pointed to a faint dot beside Siglinde’s right foot near the lower edge of the frame. The yellow star projected mystery and reinforced Siglinde’s curiosity about their target, Z263-A, the moon-planet Jewel.

“We are following a gravitational arc slightly above the spiral plane,” Ted said, “and will drop to it in three days, your Earth days anyway.”

“Your gravitational manipulations, demonstrating base energy and type-1 energy, have bothered me since RoH described it and showed by levitating me.”

“RoH sort of simplified it.” Ted said and laughed. “It was a good show we all enjoyed.”

“Yes, the RoH show” Siglinde said, “RoH said she gave me the Grade 3 version. I’m glad I didn’t know you all laughed at me.”

“Few laughed,” Ted frowned. “We lost humour millennia ago. RoH insists we need to have it again. My life on Earth makes me agree. She keeps trying to make us laugh.

“What is your question?” Ted asked.

“Acceleration in space, in human understanding, every part of our body should feel that force and be affected. In rocket launches, a person normally feels about three times the force of gravity and our faces distort and so forth. I did not experience that when RoH played her game, and I don’t feel it on the ship. It’s why I couldn’t tell when she actually moved me from when she just tricked my brain into thinking I had moved. Why is that?”

“Imagine our bodies are a reference frame, and also this ship.” Ted said. “Every baryon in the frame experiences the same acceleration and therefore their relationship to each other does not change. You don’t get a launch monkey-face. When we accelerate a frame like this ship into the quantum void of base energy, every baryon inside the follows into its void. It’s not like a rocket motor pushing us.”

“According to Einstein,” Siglinde said, “we should experience time dilation. Does that mean Earth, and perhaps Jewel, are both aging faster than I am on the ship?”

“No,” Ted said, “time is not a dimension, as your scientists and fiction writers like to describe it. The universal arrow of time is simply the energy transformations of the entropy of Type 1 or baryonic energy, or the reverse if it can be done. Time scales are artificial units applied to track the order of these energy transformations. If we reversed entropy and concentrated energy, time measurement would look the same and seem to pass in the same direction. Say when we boil water, we measure the time it takes for the concentration of energy in the water to boil it, reverse entropy as far as the water is concerned. Then, if we let the hot water sit and cool, let the energy disperse in entropy, our clock still goes in the same direction. The energy is lost to the air and not back into the heating element. Time did not reverse. The information, order of energy, in the heating element is lost forever. Time travel is not possible. Sadly, there is no future or past Siglinde for me to love.”

Ted kissed her.

“Every time measuring scale uses some base energy transformation, the swing of a pendulum or the energy shifts in an atom to define time units. As Einstein described, the frame of reference defines the rate of these changes relative to other frames. Within each frame, time seems to be normal because all energy transformations within the frame are relative. Nothing accelerates, so Einstein’s transformation does not apply. We age on the ship at the same rate as on Earth.”

“Don’t we age less than on Earth?”

“If we were still in Earth’s continuum, yes, but we are not. The ship, and all of us, is a bit of Type 1 energy pinched off from the continuum, the Base energy universe, and in a void that is neither the continuum nor the baryonic, that is Earth or Jewel frame of the continuum. Inside this bubble, we are moving in a void in Base Energy, just like Earth is doing at lower speed. Our apparent velocity relative to the universe is simply Base Energy dragging us along trying to fill the artificial void we created in the base.”

“How fast are we moving? Is there a limit?”

“There seems to be no theoretical limit, but in practice we cannot generate a perfect void. The strength of our quantum generators, that is our mechanically enhanced minds, decides how good the void is. So far, our speed record is just over eleven hundred times the speed of Type 1 light in a vacuum. This ship is close to that, with five minds in the control loop. We are testing designs with up to ten entities in the seats, but the velocity gain seems to be so slight that it isn’t worth the effort. The collective is nearly ready to shut down the experiments. Our ships need to be better amplifiers.”

“Why do we feel gravitational down direction on the ship?” Ted tapped his foot on the deck. “We maintain a base one void below us all; just enough to simulate gravity and each of us has a weak offsetting void to counter the ship’s field. Because you and Liz are here, it mimics 9.8 meters per second, per second like the Earth’s surface. For my species, it could be different, but this is fine. Part of our acclimatization to Earth duty is to become used to an Earth one g force.

“Creating that artificial gravity also affects our course and is another reason we use an arced trajectory. It’s as if we have made ourselves into a ballistic object. The ship wants to fall up in that artificial gravity we feel.”

“In our science fiction, they invented inertial stabilizers to explain ship-board gravity. It made making movies easier.” Siglinde said.

“You could call what we do inertial field generation.” Ted said. “We are all little Star Trek space ships.”

“I don’t feel like a spaceship.” Siglinde said.

“You don’t look like one either.” Ted said.

He leaned over; their lips met.

“Get a room,” Liz walked in, accompanied by an alien in their shimmering grey. Liz saw an easy familiarity between the pair and she wondered if Liz had found a new lover. Liz had had to give up her last one to get security clearance to join Siglinde’s alien hunters. Apparently, lesbian socialist geologists were not on the NSA’s approved list.

“I could fix you up if you’re jealous,” Ted smiled.

The alien with Liz suddenly transformed into a voluptuous, scantily clad Earth woman who seemed to be from a Las Vegas show. The apparition batted her eyes at Liz.

“Don’t toy with me. Maybe I’ll get a better offer on the planet, maybe someone with brains.”

“Maybe you could have both.” The seductress winked and reverted to their shimmering grey form whose gender only another alien could discern.

“Where did you find that form?” Ted asked his alien crewmate.

“RoH,” she replied in English. “She saw that woman on a poster hanging in a Nevada gas station.”

“Say no more,” Ted laughed. “You’ve been hanging around Earth too long, and the RoH Show goes everywhere. Who knew Ellie’s daughter could teach star travellers humour and humans humility all at the same time?”

Liz Davis stared at her alien friend, then at Ted and Siglinde.

Is Siglinde just living some bizarre fantasy with Ted, an imposter human? She thought. Will he hurt her?

“No, Liz,” Ted said aloud, “and stop being the anthropologist. This is supposed to be a vacation for you.”

Actually, Ted could not say why he had invited Liz on this honeymoon trip with his partner, Siglinde. RoH’s father had sent the idea, and Ted had not questioned it. Perhaps the alien community had a reason. Since RoH had affected them with human spontaneous curiosity, perhaps it was just a whim. Still, the alien mind did nothing without purpose. Then he looked at Siglinde.

I did not fall in love on purpose, Ted thought.

“Damn, I wish I could do that... read minds, I mean,” Liz said.

“We’ll explore to see if perhaps some gene splicing might let you.” Liz’s alien companion said and touched her hand.

“Me too... me too,” Siglinde said and kissed Ted on the lips.

“It seems you already can,” Ted returned the kiss, then turned away and said, “Liz, the anthropologist and Siglinde, the quantum physicist, will find a lot to interest them on our honeymoon moon.”

“This star-bus of yours has already interested me.” Siglinde said. “The control room, or whatever you call it, blew my mind. I half-expected to find a star ship bridge from a movie or five catatonic zombies in the seats. The operators seem relaxed, and it threw me off. I saw no blinking lights or heard a sound.”

“I’ve been in one of those seats often, but not on this trip. Once we are in deep space, there is less to do. Maintaining the quantum void does not demand much concentration unless we travel near gravity wells. That’s why we arc above the galactic plane where the primary field is the galaxy focused on its central mass. Even though space between Earth and Z263-A is relatively empty, out here, there are fewer random dead bodies and less dust for us to deal with, and that makes it easier.”

“That massive black hole,” Siglinde smiled.

“It is the centre for sure, but we sum all the fields with it, and nearby stars have more influence on the ship. We use several galaxies in the local group to track our position, like Earth’s ocean navigators used Polaris, or your spacecraft use stars to navigate in your solar system. We will travel only seven of Earth parsecs on this trip, but a small deviation would make for a big miss in the end. The operators are mostly tweaking now.”

“Only seven,” Siglinde said. “How far have we travelled? We left Earth two days ago.”

“We are doing about two parsecs each Earth day, so we are not yet halfway to Z263-A. The arcing course adds to the distance.”

Siglinde thought about that final, chaotic day at home. She had made frantic calls to her family, telling them she would be on a secret government assignment for a few months, and yes, it had to do with the aliens, and no, she would be safe and in excellent hands. Siglinde had not found the way to tell her mother that good alien arms would also hold her. She did mention she had a special friend named Ted.

“When are you getting married?” Mom asked.

“Now love,” Siglinde heard her father’s voice offscreen in the video call. “Don’t push the girl. She’s in love with electrons and you just want some grand baby quantum quarks to cuddle.”

Her father had come into view.

“Look, baby, just make sure. And if you’re serious, make the bond covalent, not some namby-pamby ionic thing that could lead to repulsion.”

He had laughed. Her father taught science in a high school and his lame dad jokes held a little sophistication. Mother had trained as a horticulturist and ran a garden centre. She loved to nurture and always hoped for little ones to play with among the hostas.

“I might turn up and surprise you.” Siglinde could not tell her family directly that she would have an alien double on Earth who might make it seem Siglinde had not disappeared. Siglinde did not know that her Earthly doppelgänger would assume a high-profile public role.

Liz told no one, relying on her duplicate to seem like the real Liz. Her sexuality had estranged her from her family.

Ted, of course, had no earthly connections to massage.

Siglinde did not feel as if they had fled Earth, but she did not know why the aliens might want her and Liz off the planet. Her safety, and that she and Ted were taking a honeymoon, seemed the obvious reasons. He had simply given Liz a reward because he liked her. It had been the residents of Z263-A that had specifically requested the two women, and the aliens did not know why.

The National Agency for Aerial Phenomena still functioned as an American government agency with their alien surrogates filling in. The President, attempting to benefit from the alien arrival, would not know that three NAAP leaders were alien doppelgänger stand-ins.

“Siglinde,” Ted took her hand, “you have already learned some of our science that is decades, if not a century, ahead of where Earth’s knowledge should be. You will learn much more. If the rest of humanity makes the right choices now, then you can return and lead the science that will resolve many problems, at least the Earth’s energy problem. If they do not, your knowledge loose on the planet would hasten destruction and put you in danger. In that case, you and Liz will remain here or return to a dying Earth where everyone would think you were crackpots. Ellie and RoH work hard to prevent that, but the uncertainty is huge. I, for one, never want to hear RoH cry, and for sure, I don’t want to lose you.”

Ted tenderly kissed Siglinde.

“I know you both will miss Earth,” the other alien said, “but hopefully, we will return soon. You will find Jewel relaxing and interesting. The locals eagerly expect your arrival, and even more so, seeing more of what Ellie Keys calls the ‘RoH Show.’ The antics of Ellie’s daughter on Earth have excited the locals on Jewel. It thrills us too, but we hope to find out why Jewel has such an interest in RoH. Perhaps you will help us understand the place better. There is something about Jewel that eludes us.”

“We think the residents of Z263-A deliberately prevented us from knowing,” Ted said. “They shield their minds from us and have only permitted us to have brief visits to a small part of the planet. They seem more eager to have humans visit.”

Ted thought he knew the answer to Siglinde’s question of why he had brought her on the trip. Ted’s species needed an excuse to send a representative to Jewel, to send Ted hopefully to unlock Jewel’s secret. Even though Siglinde was the only entity in the galaxy that he loved, Ted could not tell her these details. He knew the people of Jewel could read her mind, and he telling his lover why the trip happened lay in the hands of the collective approval. He could not decide on his own.

Ted did not know, because the lien collective had no suspicion, that another layer of interest drove these events. Z263-A was the nexus of a new galactic arrangement beyond the wildest speculation of human and alien. The Andromeda issue drove necessity.

“I hope I discover more,” Liz donned her anthropologist hat. “Damn it, I find you all an exciting mystery.”

“My species is much like you, Liz,” Ted said. “We first visited Earth as anthropologists, curious and excited to watch human development. It soon experienced the darkness of recent human history. The development of the atomic bomb in 1945 disappointed us. We saw it, rightly, as too much power, too soon for humans to control. We had no hope for your success until 1947. Lust and love in Lubbock, Texas changed everything. That gave us Ellie, and now her daughter, RoH. We want to understand Jewel as well, but the inhabitants have such mental power that we cannot, unless they will share the information. Jewel is still a mystery, and we don’t like to find a mental power greater than ours.”
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Planet fall

Brilliant as a blob of quicksilver, it shone on the chalk-grey oblate of the planet’s moon: a jewel amid a ruin of decay.

- John Brunner

Many describe the galaxy as a cosmic pinball machine. Others see it as elegant clockwork. Perhaps both are right. In a universe of frequent collisions, explosions and chaos, majestic spheres revolve and rotate in a precise dance. Stars orbit galaxies, planets orbit stars and moons orbit planets. In this developed beauty, there remains room for habitable moons to orbit impossibly huge planets that revolve around stable, life-giving suns. Such a system is Z263-A.

Earth knew the nurturing star as Sigma Draconis, or Alsafi, to the ancient Arabs and Tin Chú in even older Chinese knowledge. The complex alien coordinate and descriptive designation did not matter, and for human simplicity they had reduced it to Z263-A, meaning the habitable moon itself, Jewel in local lore.

The ship arched above the massive central planet and its Earth-size moon; Jewel rose beyond the horizon, a jewel shining in the star's beauty. The humans watched in real time from their usual forward view port. Siglinde felt no acceleration as they descended towards a sphere that, strangely, looked like Earth. The blue of its vast seas soon held swaths of cloud, and solid land appeared in brown, yellow, and green detail. An island near one continent shone like a cluster of diamonds and reflected the bright sun.

To Siglinde, the star, Sigma Draconis seemed slightly more yellow than Sol, but she guessed the view port might cause that. Her mental questions raised a spontaneous display on the port showing the physical characteristics of Sigma D, the mass, surface temperature and other basic measurements in Earth units as the ship reacted to her thoughts. The display emphasized the fact that the entire alien community functioned as vast organic intelligence, with its individuals as complexly inter-connected as the human brain, and that included artefacts like spaceships.

The same fundamental information for Z263-A followed, and it almost duplicated Earth: gravity, atmosphere and all. Its period of rotation showed as 25 hours. The precision startled Siglinde.

Did someone create Z263-A as a clone of Earth, similar to my doppelgänger back in Washington? The energy needed would be fantastic.

The idea seemed preposterous to Siglinde.

“We think it’s natural,” Ted said.

Siglinde, in love, had encouraged Ted to share her mind. She wished she could do the same with him.

“Even with our abilities,” Ted said, “we could not create Jewel from scratch. The locals have not allowed us to explore and determine Jewel’s geologic history.”

“If not your people, then who?” Siglinde asked

“Nobody,” Ted said. “It would be impossible and has to be a natural coincidence.”

Siglinde did not like coincidences. In all the exotic planets human astronomers had found, only a few came close to Earth and none matched it so well.

“We,” Ted said, meaning his star family, “don’t like coincidences either. It upsets us that there seem to be two options; it’s an artefact or the result of natural processes. We have searched for other bodies of this physical type in our records and in our explorations. This is the only one so far.”

Ted frowned.

The ship levelled into a low orbit around Jewel. Water covered most of the moon with several large, Australia size islands and one massive continent.

Several smaller islands sparkled in the sun and Siglinde thought they might occupy geodetic points. Their course brought them towards the dominant land mass.

“Why isn’t Jewel tidal-locked with the big planet?” Siglinde asked.

“It’s far from the planet and the process hasn’t developed to make it always face the parent.” Ted said, “It suggests a young age, but we don’t know its original rotation or its geologic past.”

Ted mentally shared the complete story of the history between the star travellers and Jewel. Ted’s species had first reached Jewel about a thousand Earth years before. The aliens had not seen the moon in earlier surveys, and thought that the inhabitants of Jewel had deliberately screened themselves, but mysteriously appeared in the past millennium. Its inhabitants had equal, perhaps greater, quantum abilities to the star species and could have reached the stars, but they had remained on their home moon. Liz wanted to find out why.

Unlike what they had done on Earth with its more primitive development, Ted’s species could not research the anthropology and history of Jewel. They only knew what the locals told them. While not arrogant, the aliens had always had unhindered access to everything in the galaxy. Jewel gave them a lesson in humility.

The craft dropped into the atmosphere above the super-continent with no effect until they shot through a high cloud layer. Then, Siglinde felt vertigo at the impossible speed of their descent to a spot some distant from the coastline. In an instant they hovered a few meters above a flat plain, a grass covered meadow complete with a variety of flowers dancing in the breeze. The calming effect of the dancing blooms mesmerized the human.

An alien crewmember floated their luggage towards them as the view port became a doorway. Ted took Siglinde’s hand; they stepped into a warm breeze and eased down the few metres, seemingly on an invisible elevator, to the colourful field. Liz and the baggage followed. The meadow appeared to be empty.

“What, no hula girls?” Liz asked.

“You would love them, but I wouldn’t,” Siglinde grabbed Ted’s hand, “they might steal this guy.”

In the distance, a lone, bipedal figure approached, solid and sure among the waving flowers. It stood two meters high, neither human nor alien, silver, with a spherical sensor-covered head, manipulator arms, and smoothly functioning legs.

The machine, Siglinde, thought of it as a machine, stopped in front of Ted and waited. Siglinde felt a brief flash of uncertainty and briefly wondered if she needed her mother’s arms for safety like when she had been little and afraid. The Earthlings could not sense the exchange between Ted and the otherworldly entity.

The robot touched Ted and said, “Species 2.”

It touched Siglinde and Liz, and its head jerked up. “Species preliminary assignment is Nova-1, human, and a pure version of the Ellie/Species 2 sub-variant.”

Ted laughed. “Hey Robbie, wait until you meet RoH.”

“I have met both her and her organic mother. Why do you call me Robbie?” the greeter asked.

Ted touched the machine and transferred the Earth movie Forbidden Planet into its brain.

“Don’t call me Robbie.” The robot said with a sound that Siglinde understood as laughter. This machine had a sense of humour. The brief mental exchange told Ted the machine had cultural depth, but he waited for it to reveal itself.

“Our honeymoon will be a barrel of laughs, Honey.” Siglinde said.

“Smart for a gal who just made her first quantum leap,” Ted laughed.

“Stop with the movie jokes.” Liz said.

“I love Earth’s rustic culture.” Ted hugged Siglinde. Over her shoulder, he saw Liz taking notes. She noticed.

“You are a very interesting specimen, Ted Kotwas of Species 2,” Liz winked.

“So are you, pure variant of Nova-1, Human.”

“Welcome...” the greeter said to the women in smooth English and then paused. What might have been optical sensors focused on Ted, then on Siglinde and suddenly changed into a likeness of... 

“Mother...” Siglinde shrieked, “Ted...” her horrified look speared into her lover.

Ted waved at the apparition and suddenly Ted’s high school math teacher, a middle-aged female human, appeared in place of the miscalculation. Ted hugged Siglinde to calm her trembles.

“I’m sorry I upset you. I acted on imperfect knowledge,” the math teacher said. “Please forgive me Ms. Hilfreich. I’ll be careful now.”

Siglinde shuddered, speechless.

“What are you?” Liz ignored her friend’s upset. “I saw a robot, and now you look human.”

“I’m neither of those,” the teacher said. “We thought the robot might be more familiar to human cultural expectations for an alien world.”

“Forbidden Planet,” Ted smirked.

The math teacher scowled at Ted as if he had fumbled a differential.

“As you saw, we can make mistakes.” “I owe you the courtesy of being myself. Here I am.”

A figure replaced the teacher, much shorter with long dark hair, a burnished copper face and apparently human, dressed in a loose tan smock.

Female, Liz thought, and beautiful.

“Yes, in a binary species, in Earth terms, I am a female named Anya; however, we have fluid gender and there are unlimited variations, many spirits some call it. I understand, on Earth there is sometimes violent disagreement over gender and its dynamic reality. If that ever existed here, it lies beyond any of our remembered history. I appreciate your judgement of my appearance. It is what Mater always says.”

“How do you reproduce?” Liz assumed these people would share the indifference to personal questions that her star travelling friends had. For the moment, she would ignore who Mater might be.

“We don’t birth often, but you name it,” Anya said, “everything from orgasmic intercourse to in vitro. Everyone likes to have fun and physical interactions can have the variety of our gender choices and whatever pleasure is acceptable. We control reproduction and few encounters result in a newborn.”

Anya’s gaze fell on Liz. Liz’s cheeks warmed.

“I will explore this later. Take me to your leader.” Liz laughed.

“We are the leader,” Anya said.

“We...?” Liz could see no one besides Anya. She glanced at Ted and Siglinde for help.

“Now that we are here,” Ted said, “they have made us part of them, the population, and so that makes us part of the leader, part of the ‘we’ of this entire sentient population. Our community lives as an extended entity with mental connection,” Ted said, “an organism, if you will. The population of Jewel is more so. Like Earth’s tribal people, but mentally linked, although we can only take part verbally. Even though we are outsiders, our thoughts contribute to the sum of things to be considered.”

Ted frowned at Anya, who nodded.

“So you see,” she said. “It includes all life here. I am to familiarize you with Jewel and will guide you. I am honoured. Interesting aliens are a treat. Where would you go?”

Ted stood passively, but Liz and Siglinde’s faces reflected confused uncertainty. They knew nothing of Jewel and remained at Anya’s mercy.

Anya read a thought of a house and a bed from Siglinde. She immediately understood that the human required a stable home base to feel comfortable.

“Ah, of course, shelters, unnecessary here, but please, follow me.”

Anya led them towards where the dancing flowers merged with the blue sky. Their baggage dutifully floated behind them. Distance had somehow compressed, and they soon reached a sharp boundary between the meadow and a mixed forest. Anya waved her hand, and they walked into the trees. When Siglinde looked back, she saw that a barren, dusty plain had replaced the meadow beyond the sharp edge of the forest. Their ship had disappeared into the blue sky but remained in stationary orbit high above.

“What happened to the land?” Siglinde asked.

“We prepared the meadow in welcome,” Anya said, “so that you would feel our happiness at your coming. We have expected you since you left Earth, even before that. Visitors are so infrequent, and we have been told that humans are interesting.”

“We find them interesting,” Ted said and squeezed Siglinde’s hand.

“If we did not know, or perhaps did not like whoever arrived, it might have been a sterile, paved landing zone.” Anya said. “It would be likely we would never allow such a visitor to land. Few others visit us. We isolate ship arrivals, the equivalent of an air lock in space, protection against contamination. Your vessel passed examination, but we keep the welcoming place isolated.”

“A force field,” Siglinde said.

“More or less,” Anya replied. “Otherwise, most of our planet is in a natural state, and we are in that normal part now. Everything you see is as the planet, in its wisdom, has decided. We are humble and do not interfere.”

There is something not right here, Liz thought.

Anya touched her hand and said,

“Everything is as we know it should be. Jewel is Jewel and is what you see.”

The poetic line calmed but did not convince the questioning scientist. Anya noticed. Liz would be her project. She liked the thought.
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Chapter 3
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Art

“teaching him, as best she can, the business of living.” 

― Ted Chiang, The Lifecycle of Software Objects

The accommodations appeared through the trees and resembled Earth holiday cottages.

“We made one for you as a binary couple, and my friend Liz will have the other. I trust this satisfies you.” Anya said. “Liz, come with me, and I’ll show you your Jewel home.”

Anya took Liz’s hand and drew her deeper into the forest.

As Anya and Liz went beyond to the second dwelling, Ted and Siglinde turned to an Earth-like squared-stone house. The smoky quartz blocks met closely, and no mortar joined them. The structure seemed to be new, but showed no signs of construction. Forest began only a few metres away and surrounded the building. The large coniferous trees resembled Earth’s red pines. The ground beneath lay open with no large undergrowth and dead needles covered the ground in a soft carpet. A forest biologist would have noted the maturity of the litter and that it had no sign of ever suffering a forest fire. The forest resembled a garden.

Ted and Siglinde entered, and light from an invisible source filled the interior. A large living area greeted them with no vestibule from the door.

“There’s no place for boots, coats and hats,” Siglinde said.

“I don’t think they have seasons here,” Ted said. “They have no need of outerwear. It sure isn’t upstate New York.”

“It’s bright,” Siglinde said.

The lighting dimmed to a comfortable level.

A large rug overlay the centre of a hardwood floor. The wood grain resembled quarter cut oak that ran in long strips about 12 centimetres wide. They had painted the walls a flat mist green that offered relaxation. A stuffed couch with leather upholstery took one wall with a matching recliner chair sitting askew to one side. A hand-hooked wall-hanging that spread above the couch depicted a beach, aqua-green waters and shining mountains on the horizon. The place matched the familiar layout of her condominium home in Virginia right down to the wall hanging, except hers depicted a quiet country lane and a homey white cottage. In a difference to Siglinde’s Virginia condominium, there were no extra lamps and no television. Other than feeling like a psychiatrist’s waiting room, it offered the same comfort as Siglinde’s Earth home.

It’s sure familiar. Perhaps they got the layout from my head, like Anya imitating Mother, Siglinde thought. I’m glad I didn’t think of that undergrad dorm room I shared with Jasmine.

“The kitchen is through that doorway,” Siglinde nodded. She led Ted into a bright, sterile room with a large table and chair set and with the usual North American clutter of counter top appliances and the standard large ones.

Siglinde opened a refrigerator and discovered her favourite foods.

“Did you send a menu ahead?” She asked.

“No,” Ted laughed and leaned against an Earth-like kitchen stove. I guess Anya read your mind.”

“That’s what I think,” Siglinde said, “but how could they have filled these cupboards so quickly?”
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