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"If I contribute, I deserve to be recognized. That is justice."

— Graffiti scrawled at the entrance of Novatero.

The city air smelled of ozonized metal, fried crickets, and the recycled desperation rising from the ventilation filters. Lena moved through the shadows of the Forbidden District, a ghost amidst the holograms advertising cheap pleasures. The red dust, carried in on the suits of the ice miners who came and went through the city gates, settled over everything like a shroud.

Hours earlier, the final briefing had concluded. In front of a terminal, the experienced Lena absorbed the fragmented reports of her predecessors; each page, a lifetime of trial and error. With this accumulated knowledge, she recorded her directive for the next in line—the version of herself that had not yet jumped through time.

"Lena, listen. Learn from our previous mistakes," her voice, tired but firm, sounded on the recording. "Don't attack Milla directly; she uses robotic clones, and we will just waste time. Don't trust the Earth authorities; they will label you as crazy and worsen the situation. Your target isn't the Priestess, it's the protection of our evacuation ships. Use Natalie Hoppone. She is the key. Make her win. Make her become a symbol as soon as possible. Only then will you have a chance to open a better path for the empress. I will try to find the time machine of the totem's followers. If they return again, our mission will be much more difficult."

Now, all that remained was to fulfill her promise.

A glyph of the Totem—a stylized platypus—glowed purple on the door of a laboratory with a clandestine generator. The trap. Lena knew, but she had to take the risk. A time machine consumes massive energy; if she could get close enough to their terminal to track where that energy was being directed, she would know where the machine was hidden.

She broke down the door. The laboratory was empty. Jennifer appeared at the entrance, a cruel smile on her face.

"I knew you would come. Loyalty is a programming flaw."

The confrontation was a storm of tactics and fury. The humming blade of Lena's laser sword cut through the air, deflecting the magnetic projectiles spat out by Jennifer's induction pistol. Each shot echoed like thunder in the confined space, the metal walls marked by incandescent impacts and slashes of pure energy. They were veterans of a war fought across time itself.

That was when the vendor of larva skewers from the adjacent stall entered the warehouse. A thin woman with a tired face. Her eyes lost focus, becoming glassy. The repellent bracelet on Lena's arm vibrated, a silent alert to the neutralization of nearby manipulator nanobots. With inhuman speed, the vendor advanced, brandishing a rusty iron bar.

"Still surprised, Lena?" Jennifer mocked, as Lena was forced to retreat from the civilian's attack. "Our new nanobots have evolved. They no longer need addiction, just a drop of desperation. And here in Novatero, desperation is our most plentiful harvest. But you... your will is an annoying anomaly."

The human puppet gave Jennifer the opening she needed. An induction shot hit Lena in the leg, and she fell. Using her last bit of strength, she dragged herself to the enemy terminal, jamming an interface cable into her wrist and initiating a desperate trace.

Jennifer approached, the barrel of the pistol cold against her forehead.

"Your protégées were stubborn too. The champion, the scientist, the robot... they all turned to dust in this broken future you're trying to fix. Now it's your turn."

With her eyes closed, ignoring the gun at her head, Lena focused her mind. A final data burst, a direct neural transmission to her younger version, a scream across time.

"Say hello to them for me," said Jennifer.

Lena's world went dark.

At the same instant, in a laboratory at the other end of Novatero, a younger Lena, preparing for her first trip, felt her personal terminal vibrate. A single encrypted audio transmission, from a sender she could never meet face to face, but whose voice was her own, now panting and urgent:

"Lena, listen. It's my last message. I couldn't locate their time machine. Come back today, come back as fast as you can. They've perfected the nanobots, and they can manipulate almost anyone."

The transmission ended in static. The new Lena closed her eyes. The mission, and the danger, were clearer than ever. She needed to contact Sophie and Camille. Their trip has to happen today.
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"The ends don't always justify the means."

The voice of Milla's robotic doppelgänger flowed smoothly, almost piously, as she adjusted her dark glasses. The sun beating down on the square turned the white marble floor into a blinding sheet, and the hot air vibrated with the muffled echoes of debates leaking from the parliament house. There, her project for visits to the Separated Island had just been postponed. A subtle smile, calibrated for benevolence, appeared on her lips for the cameras and the small crowd that was forming.

"Excuse me?!" Emily, the reporter, blinked against the glare, the microphone in her hand trembling slightly. The sentence seemed out of place, a philosophical anomaly with no connection to the vote on agricultural containers.

"A confusing phrase in our time, my dear," the doppelgänger replied, the patience in her voice spilling like warm honey. "But the virtuous of the past knew: even if we seek a good end, we cannot achieve it by means... not so good."

"Is the professor referring to the postponement of your project? The parliamentarians justified their preference for the agricultural containers as a priority."

"A false priority," the doppelgänger said. A sigh laden with rehearsed sadness escaped her, her fingers intertwining as if in prayer. "We already have enough food. How can we accept increasing the suffering of these poor souls, deprived of contact with their families? Excluded by a society that categorizes them for thinking differently."

"In this way, you reinforce your reputation for being controversial," Emily pointed out, her voice firm. Her communicator vibrated subtly with a story notification, but she ignored it, focused. "You call it 'categorizing,' but, living in a happy nation, the social score calculation system is pointed to as the main factor that has allowed humanity to evolve and reduce inequalities."

"That's what they say," the doppelgänger agreed, the pious smile returning like a mask. "But with all the technology we possess, it's impossible to measure the pain this ranking causes."

Emily sensed an opportunity. It was the line her editor wanted. She leaned in, the microphone almost touching the doppelgänger's lips. "But the system is supported by more than ninety-nine percent of the planet's inhabitants. Are you, essentially, saying that almost all of humanity is wrong?"

The instant the question was out, Emily's wrist vibrated more forcefully. She glanced away for a fraction of a second. On her inner eye lens, a red notification blinked: [-0.2 POINTS. CIVIC CONDUCT: COUNTERPRODUCTIVE QUESTIONING]. Her jaw clenched.

Milla's doppelgänger noticed the hesitation, the micro-tremor in the reporter's hand. Her smile widened minimally. "Oh, my dear. This isn't about right or wrong." Her voice took on a moral conviction that reverberated through the square. "It's about humanity. Even if I am in the minority, I will continue to fight so that we can give more chances to those who do not agree with the rules. We must, indeed, establish this route between Humaro Nova and the Separated Island."

Emily, shaken, stepped back. "It was... it was just a postponement. The professor's allies seemed optimistic about the possibility of approval in future assemblies. We thank Professor Milla for her participation, and now we go to the broadcast of the new platform's inauguration. It will be the tenth North Atlantic continental evaporative climate-altering platform..."

The screen went black with a dry click.

The real Milla turned off the broadcast. The pious smile evaporated from her face, replaced by a mask of cold impatience. Her office was a sterile nest of metal and glass, but on a workbench rested an anachronism: an ancient blunderbuss, with a wide barrel and a dark wood stock. The faint smell of sulfur hung in the air.

Jennifer, the woman with a military posture waiting nearby, broke the silence. Her voice was frigid, devoid of any inflection.

"We need to decide what to do with the girl."

Milla gestured disdainfully toward a screen showing Natalie Hoppone walking calmly with her cat. With methodical movements, she picked up a vial and poured a small pile of black powder into the palm of her hand.

"A shot to the middle of her forehead and it's all over," Milla said, pouring the powder down the gun's barrel.

"We have already informed you, Grand Priestess." Jennifer's voice was as sterile as the surrounding metal. "There is no possibility of a direct attack. There is always an interception."

"It's a simple plan. Of course." Milla took a piece of cloth—the wadding—and placed it over the mouth of the barrel. She ignored Jennifer for a moment, turning to her robotic crow. "I could do it myself."

The mechanical bird just tilted its head, its ruby eyes blinking slowly.

"We've tried in simple and elaborate ways," Jennifer explained, crossing her arms. "Drones protect her. Not just her, but her friends and the future friends she doesn't even know she'll have. The problem isn't failure, but drawing attention too early."

Milla took the ramrod. With two firm, dry thuds, she packed the wadding inside, compacting the powder.

"How can this 'little thing' be a threat?" She pointed at the screen with the tip of the ramrod. The image showed a girl with simple features, a serious expression that Milla interpreted as boredom. Pathetic. Parading around with the score her genetics gifted her. She has no idea what it's like to have your future stolen by an equation. "There's nothing special about her. She's just average."

"So it seems, but she will reach the academy of elite warriors. And there, she will become the spark that prevents our victory. Trust what we say."

"Right." Milla placed a handful of lead balls into the barrel and packed them down with the ramrod. Curiosity lit up in her eyes. "And what will we do?"

"We need someone inside the academy. A professor. To make her life a living hell. To get her expelled."

"Without a warrior's career, she wouldn't be a problem?"

"Exactly. In no possible future."

A slow, predatory smile spread across Milla's face. With the precision of a jeweler, she cocked the hammer of the blunderbuss with a loud, metallic click. "With the knowledge you've brought me, I'm sure I can get that professor."

"Defense professors have strong minds. The nanobots we can produce here won't be as advanced as the ones we had on Mars."

"I understood that part. And believe me, I will get a professor," Milla affirmed, her voice filled with absolute confidence. She turned to the crow. "As for getting our little robots ready, I'm already counting on the best possible person, aren't I?"

The crow remained silent.

"Will messing with Natalie's life be enough?" Milla asked.

"No, but it will be a great help. The main thing is this: sabotage Natalie and have an army."

Milla raised the now-loaded blunderbuss, the weapon's weight firm in her hands. "Right. But I'm still not convinced."

She aimed at the target on the other side of the room, a matte wooden circle.

"I have to try to kill her."

A clap of thunder exploded in the office, followed by a cloud of acrid white smoke. The wooden target on the wall now displayed a misshapen and violent mark in its center.
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Sharon burst into the room without knocking, bringing with her the familiar aroma of strong coffee and freshly printed diagrams. Her posture was unyielding, as rigid as a tempered steel beam, and the click of her heels on the floor echoed like an inescapable warning. Natalie didn’t turn around; she continued to stroke Dil’s soft fur, feeling the purrs vibrate against her hand. But the weight of Sharon’s presence was undeniable, an analytical coldness that spread through the room like a frigid mist.

"My daughter, we need to talk. What do you want from your life?"

Natalie felt a tightness in her chest but kept her voice neutral, citing the lesson everyone learned from an early age.

"A long, productive, and, if there's time, pleasurable life."

Sharon ignored the automatic response, crossing her arms with an impatient sigh. Her eyes, as precise as calibrated sensors, fixed on her daughter.

"That's not what I'm talking about. Your Aptitude Test results have arrived. Your grades in technological subjects aren't just bad, Natalie. They are a deliberate waste."

Natalie lifted her chin, her fingers still intertwined in Dil’s fur.

"My grades are great. My professors love me."

Sharon tilted her head, her tone as exact as an irrefutable formula.

"Average in many areas and excellent in none. If they were great, you would be on the Alpha list for tech recruitment. You have the genetic potential, but you waste it on... history. And sports. What are sports for, Natalie?"

"I'm good at them. And I like logistics and chemistry, too."

"Logistics and chemistry are useful. They are adjacent to technology. Why not focus on that? You know we have the knowledge to put you at the top."

Natalie finally turned, facing her mother. Dil, sensing the shift in the air, leaped from her lap with a low meow and curled up in a corner, his blue eyes blinking cautiously.

"Because this is the only life I have! And I don't want to waste it obsessed with getting to the top only to worry about not falling!"

Sharon took a step forward, her voice as relentless as a mathematical axiom.

"So, you'd prefer a sub-function? Centuries of our lineage's dedication thrown away for a... whim? For your stubbornness in following your heart, as Taina insists on saying?"

"I'm not a lost cause! I want make a better world, through what I love." 

"Make a better world? And what is it that you love, exactly?" 

The question hung in the air, as heavy as the silence that followed.   Natalie opened her mouth, but the words escaped her. There are so many things, she thought, her chest tightening. The doorbell rang, breaking the stalemate—a taxi to the Center for Studies that no one had called. Sharon dismissed it with an annoyed gesture, the sound marking the silence like an abrupt end. 

"Time is running out, Natalie. The final test is here." 

"I know. But I'm not giving up." 

"A seat in the Senate? Influencing the world? That's a fantasy. A child's dream. The reality is that without a position of real power like the one engineering can give you, your voice will never be heard. Are your sports more important than the legacy of this family?" 

Natalie felt the heat rise to her face, the words coming out with a force that surprised even her. 

"It's not a child's dream! It's the legacy of Kady Philippa!" 

Sharon froze, the name hanging like a forbidden shadow. Natalie continued, her voice now firm as she straightened her shoulders and faced her mother directly. 

"Philippa was also a sword champion. And it was as a senator that she initiated the Oncies project, the ships that will save us all. Sports gave her fame, and fame gave her a voice that the Senate had to listen to. It's not about sports, Mother. It's about the path she forged." 

"This obsession of yours with the 'Oncies' again?" Sharon scoffed at the term. "They're O'Neill Cylinders, Natalie. And you want to compare yourself to Kady Philippa?" 

"I don't compare. I'm inspired." The tears that had been threatening now dried, replaced by a cold determination, like hardened metal. 

Sharon sighed, a sound of deep exhaustion, her shoulders slumping slightly for the first time. 

"Do as you see fit." 

Natalie felt the lump in her throat tighten, but it was no longer from helplessness. It was from resolve. She grabbed her jacket with a quick movement, the fabric brushing against the tense air, and headed for the door without looking back. 

"Where are you going?" 

"To help Jessica in the simulator. She needs me." 

The door closed with a soft but definitive click. Natalie pedaled down the street, the wind whipping against her face, turning frustration into motion. If I can't make my mother understand my dream, she thought, at least I can help a friend achieve hers. She was already late, but the strong push of the pedals against the ground was like a declaration: she wouldn't shrink back. Not today. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Ĉapitro tri | 03  

Second Chance


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Natalie's attack drone zigzagged across the virtual arena, decimating Jessica's last swarm with merciless precision. Victory flashed on the screen, but the usual cry of triumph didn't come—only the stillness of a mind fighting another battle.

"It's not fair, Natalie." Jessica's voice came through the communicator, laden with a palpable frustration, as every moment of wasted time there distanced her from her goal. "You promised you'd let me regroup before the final attack."

Natalie blinked, emerging from her trance. The digital battlefield dissipated from her vision, replaced by the worry that gnawed at her insides like a persistent bug in a code.

"Sorry, Jessica," she murmured, her voice low, almost a whisper against the residual hum of the simulation. "I... got distracted. As if the arguments with my mothers weren't enough, my grade for post-unification history still hasn't been posted."

"Still? Alicia's came out a week ago!" Jessica retorted, her tone rising in disbelief. "Don't worry, you're great at everything. The professor probably just forgot."

"I've already checked the portal ten times today."

"Then send a message and get it over with. That way we can have a more instructive and less... humiliating match for me."

"Right, you're right," Natalie said, rolling her eyes with a forced half-smile.

As she focused to mentally dictate the message to Professor Michelle, a new communication window erupted in the simulation. It was Arya, her face a mask of anger that briefly melted into relief, only to harden again upon spotting Jessica beside Natalie.

"You've got to be kidding me, Jessica!" Arya's voice came like a blow, an accusation that echoed through the shared channel.

"What did I do now?" Jessica held up her palms, already preparing for the clash, her eyes narrowed in defense.

"I've been trying to reach you for hours! Why did you turn off your intrasmart?"

"Because I told you I'd be training! How can I concentrate with you notifying me every five minutes? Did you hack into a government simulator just to spy on me?"

"It's your fault! What's the need to hide?"

The argument grew louder, their voices overlapping like colliding drones. Natalie, her head throbbing from the internal noise, intervened with a quick gesture.

"Guys, I have to go!"

"See what you did, Arya?!" Jessica pointed, her voice rising an octave, the other hand on her hip in a defiant stance.

"Calm down, it's not her fault," Natalie mediated, holding up her virtual hands in the simulation. "The professor answered my message, and it looks like I'm in more trouble than I thought. She said she wants to talk to me in person. I have to go. By the way, congratulations, Arya. I see your hacking skills are improving. Be careful! If you get caught, you'll lose so many points your new home will be the Separated Island."

"Hi, Natalie. Thanks for the compliment, and don't worry. I can take care of myself."

"We'll continue our training tomorrow, Jessica."

"Sehveeneetahlahn?"

"In Esperanto, please. I'm not an elf," Natalie replied, her light tone contrasting with the weight in her chest.

"Oh, right... 'Deal'?"

"Much better. Sehveeneetahlahn." Natalie mimicked the fluid, elven hand gesture, a motion that brought a fleeting smile to Jessica's face before she disconnected.

She activated her thermal suit with a quick touch, the fabric fitting like a second skin against the cool afternoon air. She got on her bicycle, the pedals spinning round and round with urgency, her heart pounding against her ribs as the wind whipped her face. She arrived at the professor's office out of breath, sweat trickling down her back.

"Good morning, Professor Michelle!"

"Good morning, Ms. Hoppone." Professor Michelle's voice was serene, but her clear blue eyes carried an icy chill, fixed on Natalie as if calculating every flaw. "Your performance in history was deplorable. I have no choice but to fail you."

"But, Professor..." Natalie began, the words coming out as a lament she inwardly despised, her hands trembling slightly. "I'm not that bad at history. I have trouble with names and dates..."

"That is not a good argument. It is a confession," the professor interrupted, her tone unwavering. "Failing a single subject won't end your life, correct?"

Damn it, this is going to ruin my record, Natalie thought, anger simmering beneath her panic, her stomach churning. She took a deep breath, forcing the words to come out firmly.

"With all due respect, Professor, the most important thing in history is to understand the causes and consequences, otherwise, we made the same mistakes of the past. And in that, my knowledge is more than sufficient."

Professor Michelle watched her in silence, a pause that stretched for an eternity, her stillness making the air feel heavier. She didn't raise her voice; she just let the void grow, compelling the student to fill it with an admission. But Natalie held her gaze, her chin high despite the cold sweat on the back of her neck.

* * *
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Defeated, Natalie was already running through the park, her feet pounding the ground in a furious rhythm to dissipate the humiliation, when her communicator vibrated. It was Professor Michelle.

"That was a good argument, Ms. Hoppone," the professor's voice came without a trace of its previous coldness, almost welcoming. "I've re-evaluated your test. Perhaps you are right. Therefore, I've decided to offer you a recovery assignment. It will be useful for the robotics lab."

"An assignment?" Natalie asked, still breathless, her chest heaving.

"Yes. You will be the guide for an android. a research model, A118, programmed with the personality of a person awakened from cryogenic freezing."

"An A118? Wow, I thought the most advanced was still the A115!"

"Your task will be to walk with her, travel if necessary, and explain how our world works. The transition from chaos to order. Your knowledge will be evaluated by what the android learns. Perhaps for a week or two, depending on your progress. On second thought, maybe a little longer..."

"Walk with an android..." Natalie hesitated, the sweat now cold on her skin.

"Don't worry. She is aesthetically imperceptible. A second chance, Hoppone."

"When do I start?"

"In two days. My assistants are finalizing the programming. I will send a message when you can come pick her up."

Natalie hung up, her heart still racing, but the reason had changed—no longer anger, but a suspicion that settled in like background noise. Sacrificing valuable vacation time to be a robot's babysitter sounded like punishment disguised as an opportunity. Still, it was a second chance. And in Humaro Nova, second chances were rare treasures.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Ĉapitro kvar | 04  

Android


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The robotics laboratory at the Center for Studies contrasted with the old images from the history books Natalie knew—no test tubes and cluttered instruments; instead, a white, sterile room where mechanical arms hummed behind the walls, performing invisible tasks with silent efficiency.

It was there that she spotted Eva Topper. To Natalie, Eva was a triumph of genetic engineering: skin like porcelain sprinkled with subtle freckles, cyan-green eyes that seemed to hold entire constellations. And her intelligence, they whispered, eclipsed even her appearance. Eva approached, and Natalie's heart sped up, an erratic pulse against her ribs.

Act natural, she ordered herself, Don't stammer.

"Good morning. I'm Eva, and you must be Natalie."

Fantastic, she knows my name, Natalie thought, a spark of hope igniting. Maybe she likes girls with mediocre grades in history. Unlikely.

"Good morning. As if anyone in this region doesn't know who you are." Natalie's tone came out less ironic than she intended, the words stumbling slightly.

Eva smiled, a gesture that stole Natalie’s breath for a moment.

"Politeness requires that I introduce myself."

"True, it would be strange. 'Good morning, you know me as one of the most brilliant future scientists of Humaro Nova.'"

"Is that all?" Eva arched an eyebrow, her tone playful. "They also say I'm a standard for beauty and grace."

"And a singularity in modesty," Natalie retorted, gaining confidence, her chest puffing out a little.

"Professor Michelle is on her way to give the instructions," Eva said, ending the exchange with a subtle nod.

As they waited, Natalie's thoughts spun. How can someone master robotic sciences and still look like a living sculpture? Eva's only known long-term relationship had been with Megan—the name soured in her mouth, a bad taste she pushed away.

Professor Michelle emerged, her presence filling the space like a wave of authority.

"Good morning, Ms. Hoppone. Follow me."

They followed her to a one-way observation mirror. On the other side, in a room that imitated an antique bedroom, a figure with wavy blonde hair was reading a physical book—an almost extinct relic, its yellowed pages under delicate fingers. Natalie watched, admitting to herself: She's aesthetically pleasing, different, and sexy. They did a good job.

"That's Bruna," said Professor Michelle, her voice as direct as a straight line. "The android you'll be working with. She has been programmed with the personality of a person awakened from cryogenic freezing from the B.U. period, the era before the unification. All of her biological functions are active. Any questions?"

"None, Professor."

"Excellent. To make the simulation seem real, you will only speak with her in English. She doesn't speak Esperanto."

Michelle opened the door. Bruna looked up from the book, her green eyes fixing on Natalie. It was then that Natalie noticed: on the outer side of Bruna's right eye, on the sclera, were three tiny red dots—the mandatory mark for humanoid robots. Without it, she would be indistinguishable from a human.

"Good morning, Bruna. I’m Natalie Hoppone. Nice to meet you."

"Good morning, Natalie."

"I will keep you updated on the differences between your time and our present."

"It's a pleasure. I look forward to seeing and learning everything."

"Excellent," Professor Michelle interrupted. "You may go. I'd advise a walk through the urbo. Afterwards, perhaps show her your domon."

"That's exactly what I was thinking," Natalie said, turning to Bruna. "A walk through the city, our urbo, and then getting to know my domon... my house. That should give you a good sense of what's new in our time."

A bubbling excitement washed over her. Natalie pulled Bruna by the arm, the spontaneous gesture drawing a rare smile from Professor Michelle and Eva.

"Come on, Bruna. I'll show you everything..."
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They glided along ramps bathed in soft light, the corridors carved as if they had sprouted from a single block of ivory. The silence was broken only by the low hum of energy pulsing through the school’s walls. Bruna followed with a neutral posture, her eyes absorbing every detail—for her, a rigorous test. For Natalie, it was a bubbling excitement that was hard to contain.

"The professor wasn't lying." Natalie's voice carried an almost childlike wonder, breaking her professional facade. "You're very advanced. It's impossible to notice any difference..."

Bruna stopped abruptly, her silence more impactful than a shout. She turned to Natalie, her face impassive but her eyes carrying a subtle reprimand.

"I thought the professor's instructions were for you to not keep treating me like a robot."

Natalie felt a blush rise to her cheeks, caught red-handed.

"Mi bedaŭras. I'm sorry. It's just... it's impressive."

"I know. But the activity only works if we take the protocol seriously," Bruna replied, calm but resolute. "You must teach me as if I were a human. Imagine if, with every action you took, I said, 'Wow, you're so precise, you don't even seem human...'. We would lose the purpose."

"Understood," Natalie murmured, a sheepish smile on her lips.

She resumed her pace, the reprimand echoing in her mind. How did technology get to this point? Bruna was a flawless copy, save for the voracious gaze that devoured her surroundings and the three little red dots on the sclera of her right eye.

"So? Does our school look like the ones from your era?" Natalie said, regaining control.

"In concept. Large buildings, gardens. But the execution..." Bruna gestured to the architecture that seemed alive all around them. "Everything here is too clean, too perfect."

Her gaze fixed on a group of girls chatting near a garden of exotic flora. All of them were tall, slender, with a symmetry that, in Bruna's time, would have been the result of genetic chance or surgery.

"And everyone here... is aesthetically flawless." Bruna's gaze wandered over the group of girls, trying to find a point of reference. "And it's curious, I can't... define anyone's ethnicity. Everyone seems like a beautiful mix of everything I used to know. I don't understand how they could become slaves to such a rigid standard."

The word "flawless" hung in the air, charged with the weight of a past filled with diets and depression.

"Standard? Ethnicity?" Natalie let out a short laugh, genuinely confused by the terms. "Bruna, 'race' and 'ethnicity' are obsolete concepts, like... I don't know, like 'floppy disks.' After centuries of global mixing, the appearance of Humaro Nova is this. We're tall due to genetic selection. If I want to be thinner, I alter my metabolism. The only 'pressure' is choosing an outfit or makeup for a party."

"Something sounds wrong about that. To dream of creating the perfect human being. Of playing God..."

Natalie's gaze narrowed, a spark of irritation flashing.

"Our purpose isn't to play God and dream of perfect man. At most, we correct design flaws."

The silence was broken by the passage of two girls. One had skin in a soft shade of sky-blue; the other, long, pointed ears that moved subtly, catching the fragrant breeze from the gardens.

"Is that also... 'a correction'?" Bruna asked, the sarcasm evident in her voice.

Natalie laughed loudly, the tension evaporating.

"No, that's aesthetic modification. A form of expression." She pointed with her chin to the girl with pointed ears, who was now sitting in a lotus position under a tree. "That one, for example, is from the Elves tribe."

"Tribes?"

"Yes. Affinity groups. My best friend, Jessica, is one of them too," Natalie smiled, her eyes shining. "They're always inviting me to their retreats, but I don't have time. I'm already in a bit of trouble for not focusing on more important subjects."

As they watched, the "elf" began to chant a soft melody, in a language that sounded like a more fluid and musical version of Esperanto. "Aale Elvish," Natalie whispered. "They have their own culture. Events in nature, meditation..."

"It seems... curious," said Bruna.

"And that's not the most impressive part," Natalie moved closer, lowering her voice. "Besides skin color, ears, and a fox or cat's tail, we can also change our face, hair, breasts... everything can be reconfigured. It's like advanced makeup that you wear."

"Some of those things already existed in my time."

"Oh, that's right. I'd forgotten you're not that old."

Bruna changed the subject, her voice casual as they resumed their walk.   "And the fact that there are only women."

"To me, what would be astonishing is seeing the same proportion of men and women. The chaos."

"In my time, there were more women, but it was almost the same amount. Speaking of which, how did men become extinct?"

Natalie stopped, a low, amused laugh escaping her lips.

"Extinct? What a dramatic word. If you, with your... primitive... perspective, had to take a guess, what would you say happened to the men?"

"If I had to take a guess about how men disappeared..." Bruna began, her voice light but with an irony that stung like pinpricks. "I'd say they discovered a planet with free beer and sports twenty-four hours a day, and simply abandoned us. It would be the only honorable explanation."

"Good guess." Natalie didn't smile. "But the reality is simpler. I'll show you."
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Professor Michelle and Eva observed the interior of the hangar, the directed lights highlighting the new prototype war fighter—aggressive and aerodynamic lines that made previous models look obsolete.

"It's beautiful," Eva murmured, her eyes shining with genuine admiration, her fingers tracing the air as if she could touch the gleaming metal.

"Fifty percent faster than the VLC8s and with greater artillery capacity," Michelle replied, her tone practical, as if listing specifications. "The project documentation and the updated simulation are being transferred to your intrasmart. And I need you to wear this."

She held out a polished metal bracelet, unadorned, the simple object contrasting with the complexity around it.

"An access key? Am I being transferred from the pest control project?"

"No. But with Ms. Malu's promotion, you are now my primary assistant. You need to be aware of all security projects. Think of it as a protocol."

"Understood, Professor."

An assistant approached, her light steps almost inaudible on the sterilized floor.

"Sorry to interrupt, but the cleaning woman the professor was waiting for has arrived."

"Oh, yes."

Eva looked at Michelle, who nodded with a minimal gesture.

"Go over the documentation in the next few days, Eva. Concentrate on the particle accelerators. Especially the 'new' one. And don't take the bracelet off your wrist for any reason."

"Do I have to wear this forever?"

"For now, yes." Michelle showed an identical bracelet on her own wrist, the metal gleaming under the light. "You get used to it."

Eva forced a smile, but an inexplicable weight settled in her chest, as if the bracelet already carried secrets. The sudden promotion, the focus on weaponry—the pieces didn't fit together comfortably.

In her office, Michelle closed the door and gestured for the woman in the maintenance uniform to sit.

"Make yourself comfortable, Lena."

The woman, who until then had maintained a hunched posture, straightened up immediately. The change was subtle but transformative: a straight spine, a direct gaze, incompatible with the humble uniform.

"Here is what I promised." Lena slid a small drive across the desk. "After you see this, your distrust will cease."

Michelle inserted the device into the reader. While waiting for the response, her gaze was drawn to the banner engraved on the surface of the box. It was the journey of humanity, familiar to all: the Sun and the Earth of origin, the triangle of the interstellar journey, the new planet and the new sun of destination...

"A sweep," Lena answered, her voice cold and factual. "And a neutralization. You had an unwanted listener in your ventilation system. An old model, probably inactive, but still... a risk."

Lena's answer made her look up, but her mind was still processing the anomaly she had seen in the symbol. Inside the planet of origin, there was a drawing of a lightbulb. A detail she had never seen in any official representation.

Michelle turned pale, her gaze darting to the air duct in the ceiling. The threat was no longer a future hypothesis. It was already inside her office.

"Harmful nanobots... I thought they had been eradicated."

"They were. And they will be present again, if Milla's allies have also returned. Your bracelet neutralizes the known versions. This sweep is broader."

"It seems the sanitary protection nanobots we all have are no longer sufficient, are they?"

"No. Detecting toxins entering the cavities is a modest protection compared to what might threaten us."

Michelle turned back to the screen, but instead of diagrams, a complex hologram projected into the air: the three-dimensional model of an intricate machine, spinning slowly. She reached out her hand and, with hesitant gestures, enlarged one of the sections, revealing layers of technology that challenged her comprehension.

"Incredible..." she whispered. Then, the hologram changed. An ultrafast simulation showed a point of light moving through the solar system, its trajectory aligning dangerously with Earth's. The projection ended with a blinding flash and a final date.

Michelle recoiled, her hand covering her mouth.

"What is this? What did you show me?" her voice was a thread.

"The design for your time machine, improved. And the inevitable end of the world," Lena said bluntly. "Now, we need to be quick. These fanatics are lethal."

"But... how? Who are you?" Michelle asked, her usual firmness giving way to shock.

"I am proof that your machine will work. And if you have doubts about the threat, my companions can help. Camille is a specialist in digital projects and Sophie in nanotechnological counter-attack."

"I don't know if I'm more impressed by the catastrophe or the fact that I'm not doubting you."

"Don't be surprised." Lena pointed to the final date still pulsing in the air. "I knew exactly what to show you."

"What are the next steps?"

"The goals are the same: Eleanor's viability as empress on Mars and the completion of your machine. The rest, like ensuring the safety of the Oncies, is up to me."

"If all of this is real... Why don't we just eliminate Milla?"

"We've already tried. In other parallel missions." Lena's casual tone contrasted with the gravity of her words.

The implication—that this fight had been fought before—made Michelle hold her breath. Lena was not just an agent; she was a veteran of an invisible war.

"She always uses avatars," Lena continued, as if nothing extraordinary had been said. "Every direct attack only strengthens the fanaticism of her followers. We must act as if in a game of chess."

"If you didn't succeed before, why do you think you will this time?"

Lena didn't answer immediately. Instead, she asked:

"Did you manage to do what I asked?"

Michelle nodded, a slow gesture.

A rare smile touched Lena's lips.

"Then, this time, we'll have an advantage."
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"I hope a little help from technology won't compromise my grade on the recovery assignment. Come and see."

She led her to a dark glass panel on the wall of the monorail station. With a touch, the surface lit up, revealing an interactive map of the city.

"Historical Legacy Terminal," Natalie read. "Every station has one. It's a kind of museum. Tell the system what you want to know."

Bruna hesitated, then spoke with a reluctant clarity:

"The Transition. The disappearance of the male gender."

The terminal emitted a soft chime, and the wall dissolved into a window to the past. An immersive hologram enveloped them, transporting them to the center of a heated debate from centuries ago. Grainy figures of men and women shouted in an ancient parliament.

"It's an abomination! Playing God!" a man in a suit boomed.

"It's our right! The right to give our children the best possible chance!" a female scientist retorted, her face firm.

The scene changed to a smiling advertisement: a happy family in a garden, with the caption flashing: "Embryonic Selection: Choose health. Choose strength. Choose the future."

"They began to choose," Natalie whispered, her voice a guide in the darkness of the past. "To ensure their daughters would be better. Smarter, healthier, stronger."
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