

		

			[image: Capa de A Future in Ashes

 de Paulo Alexandre Negreiros de Andrade]

		




		


		

			

				[image: ]

			


		


		


		

			Content © Paulo Alexandre Negreiros de Andrade


			Edition © Viseu


			All rights reserved.


			No part of this work may be reproduced, in whole or in part, by any means or in any form, whether electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, including the use of the internet, without the express written permission of Editora Viseu, represented by its publisher (Law No. 9,610, of February 19, 1998).


			Publisher: Thiago Domingues Regina


			Graphic design: BookPro


			e-ISBN 978-65-280-4531-0


			All rights reserved by


			Editora Viseu Ltda.


			www.editoraviseu.com


		


		

			

			


		




		


		

			
Dedication


			I dedicate this book to my grandchildren: Olivia, Arthur, João, Davi, Daniel, Luísa, and those yet to come.


			Beloved grandchildren,


			Your grandfather writes these pages with his heart turned toward the future,


			where time is just a bridge between what we were and what we will be.


			To you, who were born under different lights of the same sky,


			I wish you the gift of seeing others as part of yourselves,


			as a living extension of the same universe.


			May you be loving,


			because love is the only inheritance that spans the ages.


			May you be supportive,


			because no civilization can withstand selfishness.


			May they be tolerant,


			because diversity is the breath of life.


			I wish for them to carry empathy,


			that invisible force that sustains worlds and heals old wounds.


			May they walk free from hatred,


			without borders in their hearts or barriers in their words.


			May you defend the planet that shelters you,


			caring for the waters, the trees, the winds, and all living beings.


			May they never forget that Earth is a borrowed home,


			and that the universe silently observes our actions.


			Be citizens of the cosmos,


			poets of hope,


			travelers of light.


			And when you read A Future in Ashes,


			may you find in it a mirror of the infinite love


			of a grandfather who believed in you,


			even before you were born.
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The Origin


			“We are made of stardust. We are a way for the cosmos to know itself.”


			(Carl Sagan)


			It all started with absolute silence. In fact, it wasn’t even silence because there was no sound. There was no time or space, nothing. Until, about thirteen billion eight hundred million years ago, this “nothingness” expanded. It was what we call the Big Bang.


			It was not an explosion within space, but the emergence of space and time and matter itself. A sudden, violent expansion, impossible to contain or measure. The temperature was infinite. The density, unbearable. And yet, that was where it all began.


			It would take three hundred and eighty thousand years for light to find freedom. And when it broke free, it left a trail behind: cosmic background radiation, a cold echo of that zero moment that still fills the universe like a frozen sigh.


			Over the next billion years, stars were born, died, exploded. Galaxies took shape. Black holes swallowed light. Chemical elements fused in cosmic cauldrons. And then, in one of the spiral arms of some galaxy, a system of planets emerged. Ours.


			About four billion six hundred million years ago, the Solar System was born. And with it, a small rocky planet in the third orbit: Earth. For millions of years, it was fire, molten rock, incessant bombardment. But time cooled it. Water arrived. And the oceans welcomed the first whispers of life.


			Then, three billion eight hundred million years ago, the first cells appeared. Single-celled, simple, but persistent. Around two billion five hundred million years ago, some began to use light to live and invented photosynthesis, releasing oxygen and changing the planet’s atmosphere forever.


			Multicellular life came later. Then fish. Then reptiles. Soon after, mammals: shy, nocturnal, hidden under the empire of the dinosaurs. But the giants fell. And the small ones survived.


			Evolution was patient. Mammals took over the skies and forests. And then came the primates. Frontal eyes, grasping hands, endless curiosity. Until, about three hundred thousand years ago, we appeared: Homo sapiens.


			Africa was vast. There, we lived as hunter-gatherers. Free, adapted, but vulnerable. The game moved. Drought came. Conflicts increased. So we left.


			However, it wasn’t just hunger. It wasn’t just fear. It was also hope. Curiosity, a desire to know what lay beyond the hill. So we migrated. Foot after foot, generation after generation, we crossed deserts, rivers, seas. We arrived in Europe, Asia, Australia, the Americas. Humanity walked the entire planet with open souls and tired shoulders.


			For tens of thousands of years, we wandered. But then someone planted a seed. Agriculture came, and with it, sedentarization. Villages grew, houses became cities. And men, once nomads, began to guard territories.


			Nomadism became the exception. Fear was no longer the lion of the savannah, but the armed neighbor. Walls came. Armies came. Strategies came. And humanity discovered something new: it was not enough to survive. It also wanted to dominate. It wanted to be remembered. It wanted to leave its mark.


			However, it was feelings that guided us. Throughout this journey, we were guided by deep feelings: fear of hunger. Fear of death. Desire for glory. Desire for eternity.


			We built to last. We wrote to be heard after our voices fell silent. We crossed oceans, not only to flee, but to conquer.


			We are, at the same time, melancholy and proud.


			Homo sapiens is not just a survivor. It is a conqueror of space and ideas. A being with one foot planted on the ground and the other always on the horizon. And yes, we are violent, we always have been.


			But why? Some will say, to survive. Others will say, to dominate. The truth may lie somewhere between the two. Our beginnings were marked by struggles for resources, self-defense, competition. However, over time, violence became a project.


			Wars ceased to be reactive and became political, economic, and religious. Hobbes said that man is evil by nature, that without control, he devours others. Rousseau said that we are born good, but that society corrupts us. Perhaps Rousseau is more right.


			What we see throughout history is that power structures, not a savage impulse, were the major generators of organized violence. We do not kill only out of fear. We kill for gain, for belief, for pride. However, we also save, forgive, and build. And it is in this contradiction that we live.


			The history of humanity is not just a succession of facts. It is a field of forces between what we need and what we desire, between what we fear and what we dream of. We are capable of the worst, but also of the best. Capable of burning forests and writing poetry. Of building walls and creating bridges. Of invading and caring.


			And perhaps, if there is still time, we can learn to choose, more often, the side that builds. True evolution is not in the body, but in the consciousness. As long as there is a human being capable of dreaming, walking, asking questions... the future will still be open.


			“But precisely because I expect little from the human condition, man’s periods of happiness, his partial progress, his efforts to start over and move forward, all this seems so prodigious to me that it almost compensates for the monstrous mass of evils and defeats, of indifference and error. Catastrophe and ruin will come; disorder will triumph, but so will order, from time to time.”


			


			(Marguerite Yourcenar)


		




		

			
Chapter 1


			
A Planet at Peace


			“There is no path to peace, peace is the path.”


			(Mahatma Gandhi)


			The planet was vast and generous. Immense forests descended the mountains like green rivers. Large and small cities blended into the landscape without dominating it. There were squares shaded by ancient trees, solid buildings with simple lines, clean streets crossing like veins under healthy skin. But that exuberant harmony was a recent achievement, the result of a long and painful journey.


			For millions of years, the dominant species of that world had traveled tortuous paths. From primitive creatures to the building of complex civilizations, their chronologies were marked by internal struggles, glorious advances, and brutal collapses. Technological achievements, devastating wars, environmental destruction, and dark ages had almost erased their presence from the planet’s surface.


			About two hundred thousand years of history were compressed like distant echoes in their collective memory. And for a long time, it seemed inevitable that the planet would succumb to greed, disrespect for nature, and the very arrogance of the dominant species. It took a war so apocalyptic that it almost wiped out intelligent life for the survivors to finally understand the urgency of change.


			After this last great war, a period of reconstruction began that would last sixty years. With great effort, global agreements emerged. Pacts to protect life, water, forests, and air. Old concepts of borders, wealth, and power were gradually abandoned. Environmental recovery became a priority.


			And the planet responded. Slowly, greenery reclaimed the deserts. Clean waters once again reflected the sky. The seasons regained their ancient rhythms. Civilization seemed, at last, to have learned to live in harmony with its home. Amid this peace, the inhabitants moved without haste, working, studying, dreaming as if nothing could break the serene continuity of that world.


			But beneath the tranquil surface, the future was already fermenting. Technology was once again being fueled by new advances in Artificial Intelligence, which was evolving at speed but, fortunately, was still subject to regulatory standards. Cautious voices warned that the systems could not act of their own accord. These warnings kept vigilance high, as the euphoria of progress was no reason to let down one’s guard. Peace was deep, but also vulnerable.


			In large cities, there was discussion about the rational control of Artificial Intelligence and the risks that deregulation could cause. Many remembered that it had only been eight decades since the planet had almost been destroyed. It was precisely extreme deregulation in the economy, environmental control, and social structures that had stimulated disharmony, inequality, and greed, leading everything to the brink of collapse. The planet had learned to deal with technology, allowing everyone to participate in progress without forgetting to protect the environment. There was still hope under the watchful eye of balance.


			In small towns and in the countryside, harmony was even more intense. On the edge of a forgotten cove, where the waves whispered ancient secrets and the wind rocked the sleeping forest, there was a small white hut made of aged wood with a thatched roof. There lived the Elder. He was an imposing figure, remarkably taller than anyone else in the coastal village of five thousand souls. His appearance twenty years earlier remained a mystery that few dared to discuss. His cabin was simple and rustic, surrounded by twisted vines and thick-trunked trees. It seemed to have sprouted from the earth, not been built.


			Apparently, the Elder lived off hunting and fishing. For two years, he remained in absolute silence. He was just a shadow among the trees, a lonely figure at dusk. Until, one day, he appeared in the central square. His voice, marked by an unrecognizable accent, warned of a hurricane that would devastate the region in three weeks. The mayor believed him. The city prepared itself. And the hurricane came, confirming everything. From then on, the Elder became a respected and feared presence. Emerging only to warn of natural disasters, storms, droughts, deadly frosts, and then returning to his solitude. He did not accept visitors, did not respond to tributes. His hut was considered sacred territory.


			Fifteen years after his arrival, something changed. He formed bonds with a woman from the city. A discreet figure, with attentive eyes and a serene smile. Together, they decided to explore the world that flourished in peace. They traveled to the frozen regions of the north where mountains cut through the skies and lakes mirrored constellations. They visited beaches of golden sand and translucent waters where schools of fish danced in the sunlight. They traveled through cities of vibrant architecture, which grew alongside centuries-old trees. They saw deserts transformed into gardens. They witnessed the power of reconstruction: reborn forests, clean rivers, fertile fields.


			They observed diverse ethnicities, languages, and cultures living together in balance. On each face, signs of the immense collective effort that had rescued the planet from the brink of destruction. The planet had overcome its dark past. But the happiness was short-lived. A few years later, during one of his trips, his companion fell ill. And the Elder watched, serene and powerless, as she died. Natural causes, the doctors said. But for him, the loss was an incurable wound.


			He plunged into silent sadness and withdrew to his cabin. Months passed without him being seen. The weight of loneliness seemed to crush him. Until, on a cold, dark night, he received a message. A communication from far away, from his former home. The news was simple and terrible: an invasion was on its way. Travelers from his home planet would cross the cosmic tunnels, the wormholes, to conquer that world.


			The Elder, who now loved that place deeply, felt a profound pain. He knew he had to act. Even if it meant revealing himself. So he spent weeks reflecting on what was to come, and on a quiet morning, he sent emissaries summoning everyone to the town square.


			Dressed in a simple tunic, his eyes half-closed as if he could see beyond time, he spoke:


			“In a few weeks, the planet will be invaded. The invaders will not seek dialogue. They will destroy everything to establish themselves. And I know this better than anyone else.”


			And he entered the forest again, never to return.


		




		

			
Chapter 2


			
The Invasion


			“War, as it is the stepmother of cowards, is the mother of the brave.”


			(Miguel de Cervantes)


			A few weeks after the Elder’s warning, the sky lost its placidity. At first, they were just small bright dots appearing on the horizon like untimely stars. But soon they multiplied. Dozens, hundreds, and thousands. A dark cloak swallowed the firmament.


			A colossal fleet, coming from the depths of the void, plunged onto the planet. There was no sign of communication. No request for surrender. No attempt at contact. The attack was sudden, brutal, and meticulously calculated. Hundreds and hundreds of powerful and deadly missiles were launched at all the major cities and metropolises on the planet. Thousands of drones descended like pests on the cities. The ships, black, angular, with opaque surfaces that absorbed light and spewed swarms of war machines, spread like an uncontrolled fire.


			The first victims were the urban centers, those same cities that had learned, with so much effort, to coexist with nature. Towers of glass and stone collapsed like fragile toys under invisible hands. Clean streets turned into corridors of panic. People ran aimlessly, their screams muffled by the roar of explosions. In the villages and hamlets, the shock was even more stunning. No one was prepared for such faceless fury. As the planet bled, the inhabitants of the small coastal town, the same one where the Elder lived, made a desperate decision.


			They broke into his cabin. They wanted answers. They wanted weapons. They wanted miracles. They ransacked the simple house, overturned crude furniture, examined rotten walls until they found a hidden trapdoor. In the hidden basement, they came across something even more shocking than the invasion itself: equipment never seen before glowed in the dark. Computers that seemed alive, holograms that danced in the air, and instruments with indecipherable functions.


			And in the corner lay a strange, elongated exoskeleton, adapted to a body that was not human. Overcome with fear, hatred, and a sense of betrayal, they understood: the Elder was not from that planet. Underneath his rustic clothes was different skin, a distinct structure. He was a being from another world, an exile among them.


			In a desperate impulse, they executed him. The violence of the act barely satisfied them. They tried to activate the computers, searched through brilliant codes, manipulated the devices, all in vain. Nothing worked without the touch of the one who was already dead. In the midst of the panic, the mayor ordered that everything be collected and hidden right there in that hut. Perhaps they could still hand over the equipment to the authorities, if there were any left. But the news coming from all corners was unanimous and terrible: the capitals had fallen. Communication systems were destroyed. No army could resist.


			What was unfolding was not a war between peoples. It was methodical extermination. The planet, the same one that, not so long ago, seemed to have found definitive peace, was now being dragged back to the brink of extinction. And amid the smoldering rubble, one certainty emerged: the real battle for survival had only just begun. The first waves of attack had been only the beginning. When the drones saturated the skies, the real process of dismantling the planet began. The oldest cities, built to last for millennia, were swept away in minutes. Bridges, towers, squares, everything fell like sandcastles before forces beyond comprehension.


			Strategic targets were destroyed with surgical precision. Dams exploded, releasing internal tsunamis that devastated villages, plantations, and coastal cities. Power plants, once sustainable and a source of pride, were transformed into seething craters. Ports, airports, and transportation hubs were obliterated, isolating entire regions.


			Global communications collapsed. The silence between cities, once interconnected, became absolute and deadly. There were no more leaders. Rulers were killed in the first few minutes or simply disappeared. The inhabitants were without command, without orders, without help.


			Chaos took over everything. Hunger began in a matter of days. Thirst, in a few weeks. Supermarkets were looted, warehouses invaded. The law became: every man for himself. Armed groups emerged in the vacuum of despair. The streets became arenas of savagery. Diseases, once eradicated, reemerged like hungry specters. The lack of drinking water, the accumulation of corpses, and the collapse of health systems transformed entire neighborhoods into death zones.


			Those who survived the initial impact soon realized that they were being annihilated by something even more terrible: the total absence of civilization. The planet, which had barely recovered from its dark past, was once again teetering on the brink of the abyss. The destruction was not limited to buildings. It corroded the very spirit of the world. The air, once pure and perfumed by restored forests, now smelled of burnt flesh, molten metal, and ashes. The rivers, once crystal clear mirrors, became dark, murky veins carrying debris, blood, and despair.


			The forests, which had taken decades to rebirth, burned like torches. In a few weeks, half the population had disappeared. The survivors hid like shadows in abandoned tunnels, sewers, caves, and flooded basements. Cities had become too dangerous.


			Water treatment plants were destroyed. In cities, thirst became a constant torture. The only options left were to drink contaminated water or search directly in rivers and lakes. The drones continued to hunt. Even at night, they did not stop. Any sign of heat and any slight movement attracted immediate death.


			The nights, once starry, were covered by a thick cloud of smoke. The sun had become a pale disc incapable of providing warmth. The temperature plummeted. The snow that fell was gray and bitter, made of ash and dust. The green disappeared. The blue faded. The gold turned gray. The reborn planet now seemed to be dying again.


		




		

			
Chapter 3


			
Terrifying Robots and Cruel Soldiers


			“To you, a robot is a robot.


			Gears and metal;


			electricity and positrons.


			Mind and iron!


			But you haven’t worked with them,


			so you don’t know them.


			They are a cleaner and better race than ours.”


			(Isaac Asimov)


			The planet was unrecognizable. The skies, once vibrant and clear, were now incessantly crossed by the high-pitched hum of patrol machines. Hunting robots roamed the devastated surface with precise movements like metallic predators extracted from an ancient nightmare.


			The survivors called them Iron Devils. With elongated bodies and black armor, they moved on four metal legs. Their claws, sharp as blades, could cut through stone. Their red eyes scanned every heat pulse, every remnant of life. From their bodies emerged spinning weapons, precision explosives, vibrating beams that split rocks like butter.


			The burned forests, the ruined cities, the scorched fields, everything echoed the metallic sound of their footsteps. A dry, regular, relentless crackling. The beat of a march of extermination. Nothing escaped. Any breath of life, any shadow that moved, was hunted, surrounded, destroyed. Many survivors lost faith. Others, increasingly rare, clung desperately to their forgotten gods. But faith or despair mattered little in the face of the cold precision of the machines.


			Each new day was just another chance to be detected. Each new night was just another possibility of being eliminated. However, the robots were only the prelude to greater horror. Right behind them came the soldiers. Tall as titans, covered in armored exoskeletons that multiplied their strength and agility, they marched calmly and cruelly, predators certain that their prey had nowhere to run.


			Their black armor, polished like obsidian, boasted antennas sensitive to heat, radiation, and movement. Their weapons alternated without warning: armor-piercing projectiles, energy beams, thermobaric explosives. Wherever they passed, they left only silence and corpses. They accepted no surrender. They took no prisoners. Beggars, weepers, resisters, or indifferent, all were slaughtered with the same indifference.


			Terror spread like a contagious disease. And with terror came the first breath of desperate resistance. Groups of survivors, driven by hatred, instinct, and despair, began to organize suicidal ambushes. They improvised explosives, lured patrols into narrow alleys, and infiltrated the ruins to set traps. Even children, brave beyond their years, attacked the soldiers, trying to wrest from them one last shred of dignity before death.


			


			Legends of resistance began to emerge on the brink of annihilation. Every small act of bravery, a patrol shot down, a machine destroyed, or a child saved, was celebrated as a fragile spark that refused to be extinguished. The planet, though crushed, still pulsed, as the poet Zelius Atos wrote at the end of Green’s last great war, many decades ago:


			In a time when the skies bled,


			and the earth wept through its roots,


			when the winds brought lamentations


			and silence became king of the plains,


			still... it pulsed.


			The planet, my old friend, my only one


			did not surrender to steel, nor to fire.


			Even wounded, even in ashes,


			its rivers murmured a new dialogue.


			I saw sap dripping from fallen trees,


			I saw the mountains tremble with pain,


			but I also saw sprouting from the thick mud


			the most unlikely flower sprout.


			It pulses.


			It pulses in the hearts of those who remain,


			in the eyes of those who no longer wait.


			It pulses in the silent gestures of children


			and in the ashes of our spring.


			Because our planet was never just light,


			it was never just earth, nor just sky.


			It is promise, it is root, it is memory,


			it is the invisible drum beneath the veil.


			Now, I am silent. But listen:


			there is a rumbling beneath the skin of the world.


			A beat. A breath. A heart.


			It is him, it is always him...


			my pulsating planet.


			


			This beautiful poem showed Green’s vocation for resilience. Among the inhabitants, there were still hearts beating furiously against death.


		




		

			
Chapter 4


			
The Resistance


			“We must build dikes of courage to hold back the flood of fear.”


			(Martin Luther King)


			Two years had passed since the day the skies tore apart and peace on the planet was destroyed. In the ruins, in hidden caves, in forests corrupted by war, small pockets of resistance emerged. Groups of survivors who refused to accept extinction.


			They were not conventional soldiers. They carried no flags, nor did they obey hierarchies. Their leaders were called only Teachers: those who taught, who shared survival tactics, who kept the spark of resistance alive.


			Among these groups was a small, wandering, obstinate nomadic band of only five members. Young people, united by hunger and hatred, had been wandering the woods for months, fleeing drones, hiding from the patrols of cruel soldiers. They survived by hunting small animals, gathering roots, drinking water from streams and small lakes, always alert, always on the run.


			Their bodies bore the marks of war: scratches, burns, poorly healed fractures. Fatigue weighed on them like an invisible mountain. Until, one day, they arrived at a forgotten city by the sea, the city where, two years earlier, the Elder had lived.


			It seemed like a ghost town. Abandoned buildings. Streets covered with weeds. Boats stranded in the rubble of the port. Few inhabitants remained. They were mostly teenagers with their mothers who survived thanks to artisanal fishing and a vegetable garden cultivated in the ruins of an old school.


			When the Five of the Resistance arrived, they were greeted with suspicion and fear. But the need for unity was stronger than fear. They settled in one of the abandoned houses. For weeks, they ate dried fish, helped with the harvest, and reinforced makeshift defenses. And for the first time in a long time, they were able to sleep without the certainty of death at dawn.


			As the days passed, conversations began. One moonlit night, around a makeshift fire in the schoolyard, one of the older women told the story of the Elder. She spoke of a very tall stranger who had appeared twenty-two years earlier and predicted hurricanes, droughts, and floods with uncanny accuracy. She also told of the betrayal. The day when, at the height of the attack, they discovered that the Elder was an alien in disguise. She narrated his hasty execution and also referred to the exoskeleton found in the basement of his cabin and the computers that no one had been able to activate.


			Intrigued, the members of the resistance asked to see the remains. Guided by teenagers, they crossed the city to the Elder’s forgotten cabin. Time seemed to stand still there. The basement still held the exoskeleton, half-hidden in a corner, and the computers covered with a thin layer of dust, crystal and metal boxes, mysterious and heavy.


			Among the five, however, there was one young man who stood out. His name was Kael. He was only twenty-nine years old, but before the invasion he had been considered a prodigy: an engineer specializing in quantum computing and holography. Now, he was just another dirty, skinny survivor, hardened by loss. When he saw the computers, Kael felt something different: hope. Although faint and fragile, it was alive.


			Convinced that something could still be done, he asked the fishermen for help in taking one of the devices to the shed where the vegetable garden’s generator, which no longer worked, was located. The generator was restored with parts from old engines and expanded with solar panels. However, it was enough.


			For hours, Kael worked in silence. He connected cables, forced circuits, and translated alien patterns with his engineer’s intuition. And then, like a flash, the computer woke up. A holographic light appeared in the air. Flickering at first. Then steady. Before them, the image of the Elder materialized. Not a cold recording, but a vivid, intense message.
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