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The gleaming blue and white Bliss City Spaceport billowed out like cumulus clouds settled on the pristine countryside. The land area it covered was so immense that it functioned as a city, an intergalactic hub and permanent dwelling place of more than seven million people. The spaceport covered an astonishing twelve hundred square kilometers and was still growing. It was considered to be the crown jewel of the Vigor Crystal Mining Corporation.

Massive glass and steel domed structures undulated over the landscape and terminated abruptly next to a gigantic man-made lake with Vigor Crystal cooling towers. The immense thoroughfare leading to the spaceport counted forty rail lanes to direct traffic from the various docking points throughout the tunnels under the spaceport to the metropolitan area of Spaceport City. It was generally considered to be the most spectacular and refined city in the galaxy.

Seated in the Vigor Crystal Mining Corporation Rotobot, junior robotics engineer Irem Aslan zoomed gracefully toward the spaceport. She pressed her face to the glass dome of the vehicle and gaped at the dizzying display of spacecraft elegantly lifting off, powered by Vigor Crystal cores. Though she had arrived on Planet Bliss from Earth more than six years ago, she had not actually seen the spaceport. When she had landed, she was still in hibernation, and had been whisked away to the other side of the planet to the enormous Pleasantville Medical Center, which specialized in intergalactic space travel recovery. Irem had gone through the process of de-hibernation and spent weeks groggily undergoing rehabilitation before undertaking her studies at Vigor Robotics College.

The months before her departure from New Turkey on Earth had been an emotional roller coaster for Irem. She had been seventeen, going on eighteen when she had been accepted into Vigor Robotics College, but the joy was tempered by the heart-wrenching knowledge that the decades-long journey meant she would never see her family again. Irem had spent months preparing with the psychologists, weeping and laughing with her parents, her older sister Derya, and her younger brother Ayaz. The day before she was to be whisked off to the Lemuria Island Spaceport, she had nearly renounced her journey. It was her mother who had cried into her hair and said not to give up on her dreams. Sobbing uncontrollably, Irem had promised she would not let her family down.

After her de-hibernation in the Pleasantville Medical Center, she’d spent four hours a day with a psychologist to help her adjust to her new life. She had been given bad and good news immediately; her father had died during her travels, and her mother was sick, but Ayaz and Derya had both married and had children. Irem wept uncontrollably at the news, but over the weeks she spent with other young students, she slowly found her resolve. Communication with Earth was possible, though the delays were frustrating, so the only reliable way to speak with her family was to send pre-recorded holomessages back and forth. This was enough to give her heart, and when the first semester began, Irem had thrown herself into her studies. 

Irem had completed her education, applied to the Vigor Crystal robotics factory in Pleasantville, and crossed her fingers. She was overjoyed when she was selected, and she began apprenticing with a master robotics engineer. There she applied her mechanics to micro-servomotor design and robotics software patches. She enjoyed the work, but after two years she realized that though she had a solid base in project duties in a controlled environment, she lacked any knowledge of field work. She had applied for a position as a junior robotics engineer at the Vigor Crystal Mining Station on the moon Pellucid and had been thrilled when she was accepted at the smallest of the mines on the moon. Mine Seven wasn’t the glamorous Mine One, but it would be a good start to get her feet wet in field work. Now she was finally on her way up to Pellucid.

The speeding Rotobot reached the outer edge of the spaceport, and Irem felt the butterflies in her stomach. Though she was confident in her abilities to repair and upgrade, the six-month tours on Pellucid were quite long, considering the very limited living conditions. Not nearly as bad as the long-haul Vigor Crystal mining operations, which could be up to five years, but those programs guaranteed enough money to retire on Planet Bliss with a modest pension after one single tour. If she pursued the program on Pellucid of three tours on, one tour off, she could retire after fifteen years of service. That would give her the rest of her life to pursue her dream: the study of the One.

In robotics college, many of her classmates had poked fun at her determination to study sentient philosophy. Irem had ignored their jibes and made friends with a small circle of students who were as convinced as she was that soon the galaxy would be populated by the One. There had been rumors all over the galaxy that the One had already come into being, but that didn’t mean a second cognizant robot would be any less than the first. If he did come into awareness separately from the first One, and without programming, it would still be a galaxy-shattering victory.

The One for Irem and the dreamers like her was the juice that fueled their desire to create robots. Humanity had made great technological strides but was still constantly at war. Planet Bliss was one of the few exceptions due the immense power of the Vigor Crystal Mining Corporation. It had colonized moons rich in the crystals and provided them to all planets for power generation. Nearly two centuries ago, the pioneering robotics scientist Bartholomew Bidelspach III had used the geochemical characteristics of the Vigor Crystals to develop a very special philosophical equation. Dr. Bidelspach stated that based on the rate of advancement using a Vigor Crystal Core Matrix, he calculated that within a century there would be the first ever sentient robot. He had been off by about fifty years, but approximately fifty years ago, some years before Irem’s hibernation space travel, rumors had swirled that the first ever sentient robot had come into existence.

As the Rotobot parked at the Twin Moons Bay, Irem jumped out of the cabin, grabbed her moonbag, and whizzed along the magnetic carpet to the Moonferry. Her mind drifted to her childhood drawings. She had made countless drawings of her sentient robot friend, mentor, and collaborator. She imagined herself creating dozens of robots that sprang into life with their own personalities. The philosophical dream of Dr. Bidelspach was that these sentient robots would populate the galaxy, and under the guidance of the One, they would lead mankind into everlasting peace.

The magnet conveyor slowed to a stop in front of the launch bay destined for Pellucid. Miners, engineers, office staff, crystallographers, and many more crowded around for the trip to one of the seven mining stations. The moon also had a thriving tourist industry on the blue-green strip that ran across the equator and teemed with life. Mine Seven would be located just outside of this strip, at the foot of the rugged yellow mountains where the Vigor Crystals were mined.

Irem was led to her docking door by a Valetbot, scanned, and brought to a thin seat with a few too many rigid seat belt posts for her liking. The Vigor Crystal Mining Corporation spacecraft for the mines were not like the cushy ones used for tourism and did not have false gravity. They were also slower; it would take a full six hours to reach Pellucid, and from there another two hours to board her capsule, which would be floated down to the Mine Seven landing pad.

There was a thump when the doors closed, and Irem felt herself grimace when the automatic seat belts clamped down. She heard the hiss of infused air used to calm stomachs, as no one wanted to breathe in floating vomit. Beneath her feet a low rumble shook the craft as the Vigor Crystal reactor powered up. With a lurch, the spacecraft lifted off the pad and exited the domed bay. Irem fought against her seat belts and pressed her face against the glass to gaze down on Planet Bliss below. She could see the tall skyscrapers of Bliss City that had been hidden by the domes of the spaceport. As the spacecraft accelerated, she could see the mountains, the sea, and finally the entire continent as they entered space in less than two minutes.  

As the infused air swelled through her body, Irem felt sleepy. She leaned her head back and felt her hands and feet float freely. She closed her eyes and imagined the mining operation. She had seen the holodocs and had been briefed on the moon’s lower gravity and rarified air. She wasn’t concerned, as part of her training on Planet Bliss had been in a low-gravity environment, so she knew what to expect. Irem was excited but felt anxious to step into a role that had been vacant for six months. She had been told her first tour was expected to be very busy, with only one day off per week, and no time would be granted for sightseeing in the blue-green strip. Irem wasn’t too bothered by it; she figured if she liked the experience she would sign on for a second tour, and if she got promoted, she might be able to move to Mine One, right next to the blue-green zone of Pellucid.

There was a sudden jolt, and Irem opened her eyes. She stretched, yawned, and squirmed to press her face to the glass. She blinked when she realized she had slept through the entire flight. Pellucid, the curious three-banded moon, now sprawled out below her. She squinted but was unable to make out details other than the blue and green band of life and the yellow north and south hemispheres. The speaker sounded, indicating that the first drop was being organized for Mine Seven, and her seat belts clicked open. Irem kicked forward and floated lazily to a Valetbot, who assisted her to the drop bay to the moon. Her moonbag had been loaded, and she greeted the only other passengers, two young miners destined for their tours in the smallest mine.

The Valetbot strapped them into their standup seats and shut the porthole. With a hiss, a whirl, and a thud, the pod broke away and began to float. There was a whine as the Vigor Crystal cores heated up, and then the pod began its auto-descent to the moon. It was rapid enough to give Irem goosebumps and a queasy stomach, but probably a kilometer before impact the engines roared to life and the pod slowed dramatically before lightly thumping down on a large pad directly in front of the Mine Seven living complex.

The speaker sounded, ordering the passengers to fit their full-face helmets before exiting the pod. Irem looked out the window to see that a Valetbot had been attached to the side of the pod and was detaching to briskly load the three moonbags. It scooted to the bay doors, which had Mine Seven Habitat written above them. The speaker warned that the hatch would open and the passengers were invited to quickly move away from the moonpod and into the habitat.

The seat belts unclicked, and the hatch door opened with a slight creak. The miners waved Irem through, and with a beaming smile she jumped out of the pod, spooked by the light gravity. Irem breathed deeply from her mask and took smaller steps to avoid bouncing. She turned three hundred sixty degrees but was disappointed. From her vantage point she could see little other than the habitat and the yellowish mountains in the distance. Irem walked inside the habitat bay doors and loitered long enough with her moonbag to witness the pod rumble to life and lurch upward through the thin atmosphere.

Irem turned and nearly bumped into a middle-aged man with Asian features. He was of average height, with jet-black hair tinged with grey. Her eyes fell on his uniform, but she couldn’t remember what the Vigor Crystal Corporation symbol on his lapel represented. She gave him an embarrassed smile. “Oh, I’m very sorry!”

He smiled back and stuck out his hand. “You must be Irem Aslan, my junior engineer. My name is Commander Jared Kwon.”

“Oh, Commander Kwon!” Irem took his hand and pumped it furiously. “So nice to meet you!”

“Likewise!” Commander Kwon feigned pain and jiggled his fingers. “Nice grip, by the way.”

Irem giggled. “Thanks. I’ve been working out with micro-servomotors.”

Commander Kwon winked. “And you’ll get plenty more exercise in Mine Seven. Come on, we’re just in time for a late dinner. The Valetbot already sent your moonbag to your quarters. I’ll let you get settled in as soon as we’re done eating.” As he started to walk, he spoke over his shoulder. “You can call me Jared if you like.”

Jared walked down a corridor and through automatic double doors with Irem on his heels. They walked along a series of windows to what Irem thought was the lab and workshop before exiting another set of doors. They passed a meeting room and continued down a short corridor, which opened up into a common area with men and women lounging on couches or sitting at tables. Jared motioned her to the cafeteria through another set of doors. There they took their trays and walked along a conveyor where the Serverbots indicated a few choices for dinner. Jared said no tokens were needed, as all meals were part of her contract; only snacks and drinks outside of meal hours required payment. He led her to a table for two in the middle of the empty cafeteria.

Jared stuck his fork into what appeared to be a meat pot pie. “So tell me, Irem, how was your trip up?”

“It was amazing!” Irem realized she was famished and dug into her ragout pasta. “I can’t believe the size of Bliss City Spaceport!”

Jared raised his eyebrows. “Hadn’t you seen it before?”

Irem shook her head. “No. When I landed more than six years ago on Planet Bliss, I was in a hibernation pod.”

“Oh, right!” Jared’s head bobbed. “You Earthlings get carted off before they wake you up.”

She giggled. “That’s right, like sacks of Vigor Crystal rocks. I was de-hibernated in Pleasantville Medical Center, and after psych exams and orientation, I went straight to college.” She stopped to savor the pasta. It was surprisingly good. “After I graduated, I worked for a couple of years at the Vigor Crystal robotics plant in Pleasantville and never got back to the spaceport until today.”

“Gotcha. I grew up on Planet Bliss,” he mumbled through a mouthful. “Other than the four years at the Vigor Robotics College in Pleasantville, I lived most of my life in Bliss City and then much of the last ten years up here on Pellucid.”

Irem grinned. “I know. I can tell by your accent.”

“Uh-uh.” Jared waved a finger. “Your accent, kiddo. You’re in my territory now.”

Irem laughed. “Sorry, you’re right. What’s that cheesy tourist catchphrase? ‘Planet Bliss, better than your first kiss’?”

Jared chuckled. “Now you’ve got it!” He looked at her empty plate. “Well, since you’re done with dinner, why don’t I show you around for a couple of minutes? Then I need to hit the office to finish up some last-minute reports.”

Jared whisked the two trays off the table onto the Serverbot and led Irem back through the doors to the common area. He explained that this was considered the quiet room. Low talking was allowed, but between 22:00 and 6:00, it was expected that anyone in the room would be silent. He walked her over to a set of doors that led to a smaller common area that was considered the noisy room. Here it was fine to rabble-rouse, as long as the soundproof doors were shut so as not to disturb others. He buzzed through the first set of doors and waited for them to slide shut before he opened the second set.

Inside the room there were several groups of people gathered around tables. Most seemed to be playing Galaxy Chess, a game that had nothing to do with chess but was actually a mix of strategy and luck and was governed by a player’s ability to toss two twelve-sided dice into a plate with different-sized holes to stop them rolling. It was a game that also required a certain manual skill, as the smaller holes doubled the points but were harder to land. But Irem’s eyes weren’t focused on the game, but rather on one of the players. For a moment she thought her heart stopped. Then she thought it would explode out of her chest to paint the walls. She put a hand to her mouth and croaked. Then she croaked with more intensity. What she was looking at was impossible. She was speechless. Dumbstruck.

“What’s that?” Jared frowned and followed her gaze. Then he paled. “Oh. Right. Listen, there really is nothing to see and you should get settled and off to bed.”

Irem pointed and squawked. 

“Remember, tomorrow you’re going to have a long day.” Jared took her arm and tried to pull her to the door. “You need to sit through the safety induction. You have to complete the theory and the hands-on emergency part.” Jared tugged harder. “Then you have to answer the questions at the end. Without a green light from the Safetybot, I can’t let you move to step two.” He tugged, but Irem wouldn’t budge. “And then the day after the safety induction you have instrument training. Two long days, kiddo.” Irem’s arm was outstretched, and a trembling finger pointed. Finally, her voice cooperated.
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