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    “Nisi credideritis, non intelligitis” – "Unless you believe, you will not understand"




    - St Augustine, De Libero Arbritrio




    


  




  

    
Memories





    From Dan Amenta’s Journal




    We had the perfect life in the French-Swiss countryside until that mysterious windstorm in February. No one realized anything unusual has happened, but the next morning, while driving Annah, my daughter, to school, I discovered that vehicles littered the highway, with their dead occupants still inside.




    Returning home, no one answered the phone at any of the emergency departments nor could I or my wife, Mary, reach our relatives and friends. Checking on the neighbors, I found them dead.




    We soon realized we might be the only survivors of a global catastrophe. We stocked up on emergency supplies, turned the house into a stronghold, and collected food and medicines. The Internet still worked so I launched a large, online campaign to find other survivors with the hope of learning more about what we were facing. While waiting for any response at all, I managed to befriend some neighborhood dogs and we armed ourselves with survival gear.




    At first, it felt weird and disturbing to go into stores and take things without paying but, of course, there was no one to pay. The whole world had become a ghost town.




    At home, to keep a sense of normalcy, we went by the calendar and home-schooled Annah. After lessons and on weekends, we trained the dogs, practiced shooting with the arsenal I had gathered, and patrolled the surrounding area to nurture the hope of finding others alive.




    More changes came as the months went by and our lives took some turns we couldn’t have predicted in our wildest dreams. Yet, now, it became a case of survival and adapting to what would come our way.




    Finally, we discovered others had also survived and that some strange entities were behind the human extermination.




    We met Laura, and her presence made us question what was right and wrong in our new existence. Mary chose to support Laura's infatuation with me rather than chasing her away and possibly condemning Annah to an isolated life, waiting alone for her own death. We became a multi-partner family and Laura became pregnant to give birth to our daughter, Hope.




    Those behind the extermination of humans manifested themselves to me, and my family experienced the horror of the first encounter. I learned from the aliens—the Moîrai Alaston, Mênis, and Algea—what the extermination entailed: the genetic transformation of a small group of people, the Selected, and a planned process for the creation of a new race with others survivors spared in the culling.




    Through the Palladium, an alien artifact that modified us genetically and provided the Selected with a means of direct communication, I recovered the lost memory of the frightening history of mankind; a disturbing revelation I could’ve never envisioned.




    Yes, I’m one of the Selected on the planet and I’m charged with the reconstruction of the race of man. Mary became the mother of my first transgenic baby and, together with Laura, we settled with the first survivors we met beside Laura: Jean-Claude and Liliana, Camille and Sarah, and others who joined us in the medieval city of Civita, Italy.




    The communities of spared ones, each led by at least one of us Selected, grew under the benevolent eyes of the Moîrai. The aliens instructed the survivors thanks to the Palladiums and we all developed technical skills that were crucial in the initial months and years.




    The final events brought some closure about the catastrophe to everyone... but also laid a heavy burden and responsibility on the Selected and myself.




     




    ⁂




     




    We kept in touch with other communities and the Moîrai, the humanoid glowing aliens who culled the race of men with their twisted salvation plan. They became a constant presence although they tried not to become an intrusive one.




    Early during the first year, another Selected, Marina, and her rescued people joined us in Civita; other spared ones found our community, too. They said they followed the Palladium’s beams, visible from afar. People still feared the future, the uncertainty, and the way the Selected had been changed scared many of the spared ones. We knew people thought of us as aliens—the same as the Moîrai—and suspicion took hold in the minds of those who refused to join us. They were suspicious...we are different...though, in many respects, we are all still the same.




    We couldn’t verify the actual number of survivors and we had no way to tell whether only ten million spared ones lived on Eridu, as we called Earth. Communities founded by the Selected received support from the Moîrai and they allowed each community to become self-sufficient. Things looked promising and were moving along, so why did I have the impression the Moîrai pursued other goals than just helping us to settle in only a few years? At times, they showed urgency in their manners I couldn’t explain.


  




  




  

    
Questions and No Answers





    Our house in Civita was silent soon after dawn. Civita, the little medieval town in Italy that provided us with a shelter, fostered our hope for a brighter future.




    From our terrace, we could see the lights from the houses occupied by the survivors who joined us, the spared ones, the human beings the Moîrai hand-picked to allow the Selected to give birth to a new race.




    One of those houses, the one my eyes searched for—with fondness—each evening, was the nest my daughter Annah and her husband, Federico, chose to start their life together, as a couple.




    I turned to look back at our own shelter, where Mary, and Laura, with our kids, Samuel and Hope, slept already.




    Samuel was my first transgenic son, and Hope my last human daughter. A profound sadness always assailed me when I thought of my kids, and how different will be Hope’s future from her brother’s.




    In a sense, Hope too was a spared one, a frail human being destined to die in a few tens of years while us Selected, with the new generations, would sail through the centuries thanks to the Moîrai’s genes in our bodies.




    We had to swear to the Moîrai to look after the spared ones, an oath each Selected had no difficulty honoring with every action and every thought; a legacy, and a burden, too. The Moîrai had told us the spared ones were there to make our task easier and expedite the rebuilding process; their spaceships hovered over the planet watching us, to help and to control.




    The prophet Jeremiah once wrote in his Letters, “Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters,” but only the Selected seed could germinate in our wives, the Moîrai made it so the spared men were sterile. Women who wanted to bear a child got pregnant artificially from the gene pool of the Selected. The communities with most pregnant women received most of the support from the aliens.




    No wonder we now faced insurgence, and incidents and unexplained failures. I knew well we faced acts of sabotage, and in growing numbers all over the planet.




    I had a Bible at home, and I shivered each time I read Jeremiah: “Multiply! Do not dwindle away! And work for the peace and prosperity of the city where I sent you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for its welfare will determine your welfare.”




    I wasn’t sure there was a Lord, but sure there were the Moîrai, who carried the same message to us.




    A rustling noise woke me up from those reveries. Even without turning, I recognized Mary approaching in the twilight. I smelled her fragrance, and that made the air more soothing for my lungs. She wore a silk nightgown that revealed the soft skin roundness of her shoulders. The moon glittered on her skin, almost as if she was a Moîrai, too.




    “It’s late; why aren’t you sleeping, hon?” Mary said when she reached me. Her eyes gazed the terracotta Civita’s roofs, and stone houses; only a few with lights still on, now.




    Our terrace, perched atop the hill where the Etruscans founded Civita thousands of years before, was a refuge for us. Surrounded by vegetation, and delimited by an ancient stonewall, it was the alcove where we shared our thoughts, fears... and more.




    “Oh, Mary.” I searched for her hand, brought it up to my lips and sighed. “You know, my mind cannot rest with the burden that is on us...” I turned before she could say anything to add, “us Selected.”




    She frowned. “Dan, you’re not guilty of anything. Look around you; look at what you’ve done.” Her eyes wandered, caressing each house, and each street of Civita. I followed her gaze.




    “You take care of everyone,” she went on, “you and Marina. What you have done together, for everyone... how can you feel guilt?”




    I took a deep breath. “And yet, Mary, people committed suicide; not long ago even here in our community. I feel responsible for every single life of every human being under my watch,” I said, and realized I hissed those words through tightened lips.




    Mary turned to raise one hand and caress me. “Don’t torture yourself. It’s hard for everyone, and some just can’t make it, no matter what you will do or say. And Marina, she’s a Selected, too; does she feel the same way?”




    “It doesn’t matter what Marina feels.”




    “I didn’t want to—”




    “I know,” I interrupted her, and placed a kiss on those beautiful lips to prevent her from saying more. She abandoned herself in my arms.




     




    “Is everyone asleep?” I said after a while, more to change the subject than to verify with Mary something I sensed myself.




    “Yes. With Laura; we put the children to sleep, then she went to her room. She’s tired, you know?”




    “I do, but you know her. I think it’s her way to make do with the situation. Did she tell you she wants to move out as soon as Hope is a bit older?”




    “She mentioned it to me, but I told her it’s not necessary, after all these years... She still loves you, Dan.”




    “She’s the mother of my daughter, too. I don’t want to see my daughter live anywhere else than in my house.”




    “That’s why Laura kills herself with work.”




    I looked at Mary in search of an answer, but I hadn’t any; and I thought maybe a ghost from its tomb could help me find the answer, if the girl who committed suicide only a few days before had found one in the last moments of her jump to meet the rocks.
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    The graveyard occupied a secluded area of the town. A breeze had the cypress whisper in an unknown, primeval language.




    Old tombs never reply to the questions from the living ones; the cemetery was quiet and peaceful, as it was meant to be, indifferent to my struggles. My eyes stared at the name casted on the new tombstone: Camille.




    I heard the steps and recognized Annah and her husband, Federico, well before they’d see me. Federico, a tall young man; the slender Italian who won Annah’s heart with kindness and a romantic soul. I heard their voices, too.




    “I know he’s a good man, but sometimes he scares me,” Federico said.




    “How could you say that?” Annah asked.




    “You should be able to tell better than anyone else.”




    “He is my father.”




    “Annah…they’re not like us.”




    The steps quickened and I felt my daughter’s heartbeat accelerate. Before turning to look at the entrance, I caressed the tombstone over Camille’s grave.




    “Annah. You knew where to find me,” I turned, smiled, and opened my arms to greet her. She was no more the shy teenager who found her first love on the ancient ramparts of Civita. In seven years, she grew into a beautiful young lady. Her blond hair and blue eyes came from Mary, and I marveled at how much she resembled her, now.




    Annah ran to cover the remaining distance between us as she used to do when she was only a child. Federico wasn’t entirely wrong; my heart hadn’t changed. I loved my family with an intensity that no words, in any human language, could properly describe. But I became different.




    Federico walked up to the cemetery, his eyes fixed on the gravels of the pathway that ran among the tombs, old and new alike. He was always shy in my presence; he stopped and waited at the gate.




    Annah hugged me and, for a moment, the whole world and everything that had happened vanished from memory. I raised her chin and kissed her between the eyebrows.




    “Dad, you come here so often. It’s not your fault and you know it.”




    “Even I didn’t see it coming.” My eyes went back to the tomb. Camille had not been the only suicide but, thank the Lord, the only one in our community. We found her at the bottom of a ravine. A rail surrounded it to prevent accidental falls; she had to climb over, face the void, and decide to leave everything behind, taking one last step. Nobody saw or suspected anything, not even her closest friend, Sarah, who was usually with her at all times. When we reached Camille, her lifeless body was at peace, her rapt and upturned face smiling.




    Annah brought me back to the present. “Dad, it happened again.”




    I sighed. Our life flowed like a river, changing constantly as water surges over the rocks, sometimes soothing and sometimes exploding, spraying all around. A river never stays still. I put my hand on her shoulder, sensing her, and feeling her vitality. I nodded up to Federico, waiting at the gate, respectful of the privacy of my conversation with Annah. As usual, he couldn’t stand my gaze; he nodded back and lowered his eyes.




    “Annah, I’ve got to talk to Marina.” I squeezed her arm and left. I sensed Annah’s eyes on me, a pressure in my back.




    I was too far away for a normal person to perceive their words when Federico reached Annah.




    “What did he say?”




    Annah did not reply.
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    “Please, leave us alone.” I waited until the Council secretary left and closed the heavy wooden doors behind him.




    “I was waiting for you,” Marina said.




    “I know.”




    She sat at the massive oak table, the centerpiece of the large Council Room and played with a sheet of paper, tearing pieces apart and making little balls that she placed in front of her. The balls formed an octagonal shape. “We cannot ignore it any longer.”




    “I know,” I repeated and sat next to her. Her brown hair combed in a bun with two braids encircled the perfect oval of her face.




    “The Moîrai have asked if we want them to intervene,” Marina said, and ripped another piece of paper.




    “That is out of the question. We already discussed this. Did you change your mind?”




    “No, not at all.” She looked straight into my eyes.




    My eyes held hers, captured. “I am glad your words match what I sense from you.”




    “You know where I stand, Dan.” A smile rose to her face, and her hazel eyes, if possible, smiled even more than her full lips.




    “How many are involved?”




    Marina carefully placed a new ball on the table. She sighed. “They don’t leave many traces behind. They’re careful, very careful.”




    “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Did they leave the same sign?”




    With a quick gesture, Marina gathered all the tiny balls and threw them into the garbage bin.




    “The same.”
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    While seated next to Laura, I remembered other times and other rides. Not too distant memories either, but how our world had changed in only a few years.




    Now in her thirties, Laura was even more fascinating than when I met her the first time, in Geneva. Her blue eyes were still a striking contrast with her pitch black hair, and she was fit as a soldier in combat duty.




    The three-car convoy reached the plain, down from our safe haven and stronghold of Civita and toward our destination, the site of the most recent incident.




    People were nervous and Laura kept her eyes fixed on the bumpy country road. Pavements had collapsed and we had filled with slabs of rocks and cement only the largest holes and cracks. But it wasn’t a high priority task.




    Our daughter, Hope, already attended classes at the institute Mary had started, developed, and now directed in town. Children went to school much younger than before, another trait of the new generation; children like Samuel, the son Mary gave me after I received the Palladium.




    In our community, Laura had resumed doing what she loved best: looking for other survivors, encouraging newcomers, and showing them all they could share with us the burden of living...that it was too painful to live alone and in constant fear of the end.




    Laura considered the territory around Civita to be hers. She managed to create a group of dedicated Wanderers, as she liked to refer to them, ensuring we achieved “situational awareness,” she often said.




    We had large hydroponic and aeroponic installations across the valley. A few small farms bred sheep, goats and cattle in the plains below Civita that were attended to by those spared ones—like Camille and Sarah—who had found this as a way to return to the origins, in times when all origins seemed to be lost. The feeling of hope didn’t have much place in the world for those deprived of time and future so it had to be nurtured at all costs. Safety and peaceful living were practically all that counted among our people. I couldn’t risk having that shattered.




    We covered the last mile to the site in silence. After turning off the engine, Laura reached for my hand and managed a forced smile before getting out of the car. The other SUVs parked next to ours and two young guards waited for us at the farm. I nodded at Laura to lead the way.




    Someone had smashed the compound doors and Laura pointed to faint tire tracks. “They arrived by small trucks. See? They jumped out right in front of the entrance.”




    So far, our installations had never required any permanent surveillance but we faced a clear escalation of sabotage activity. Inside, all the equipment had been hammered with a fury that lingered among the aisles. Plants had been torn and shredded to ensure nothing could be recovered. I sensed everybody’s tension, the flood of their unspoken questions, and their sense of insecurity.




    It would have been easy to set up an impassable perimeter with Moîrai technology but doing so amounted to declaring defeat and I scorned that solution. This was a human problem, and I wanted to address the matter as humans.




    “Show me the nearby farm, too.”




    A more gruesome scene greeted me. The dogs had been slaughtered. Not a quick death either...no pity or mercy for their suffering. They did not waste a bullet for our companions; a large machete-like blade had slashed through their bodies. The guts of the male left a trace as he tried to drag himself away from the killing rage. A barbaric act, and probably a message for us. I looked at Laura with a muted question.




    “I wanted you to see the place as we found it,” Laura said. “I left the two guys here, as a precaution, but instructed them not to touch anything.”




    Laura gestured to our escort and the group scattered around the perimeter.




    The barn was open and many animals were missing. Those still there—and their entrails—covered the floor. The walls were splattered, giving the impression concrete bled, too. A stench of gas and death assailed me.




    “They poured gasoline on the carcasses,” I said.




    Humans can be such experts in delivering pain. The words the Moîrai told me the first time we met found more confirmation; pity and magnanimity were virtues appreciated only by those who lacked the courage to hurt and were afraid of suffering themselves. The ones who confronted us, instead, didn’t lack this special kind of courage.




    “Where’s the sign?”




    Without answering, Laura took me deep inside the barn, forcing us to go through the massacre and move past the animals’ remains. Then, I saw it.




    Nailed to the far end wall, almost invisible in the faint light, a drape or a banner of some sort defied me again. The sign bore a yellow-brown symbol. Before I could say anything, Laura added, “They use a tinted clay, probably ochre.”




    A human left hand, missing the last phalange of the little finger, camped in the middle. A mutilated hand dyed in an earth pigment on a cotton fabric.




     




    ⁂




     




    I looked around the table, first at Marina to my right, then at the rest of the Selected in our regions. I also nodded in the direction of Algea, one of the Moîrai and in support of many of the communities represented that day.




    “We are all present.”




    We didn’t need any preamble among us so I started. “We all know about the recent facts and we have all witnessed the escalation of the last months in the number of incidents,” I let my eyes meet with everyone’s in the room, “and for the territory extension now covered.” I took note of their agreement before continuing. “It is clear we face a growing, organized group.” My gaze paused at the two Selected who had previously dismissed the events as unrelated cases caused by wild predators.




    Perceiving their unease, I added, “True, at first, only isolated animals had been targeted so I praise the initial caution. But it’s always better to prepare in advance for the improbable scenario before being dragged into a worse one by force.” I stared at Algea for a split second, long enough for her to understand my position. She froze—a statue with a subdued glitter—not showing any emotions, or more likely hiding them all.




    “I am confident, today, we can say awareness is replacing caution.” Everyone agreed.




    “Dan, if you will allow me,” started Manfred, whose community dwelt a few miles north of Civita. A Selected from Germany, Manfred had a face with sharp edges and a squared jaw, as if a divine sculptor only used dull tools to bring him to life. He never wasted words. “Shall we ensure surveillance and security during nighttime? So far, they have targeted unattended facilities only and this might prevent further attacks. Besides,” he turned toward Algea, “nothing cannot be readily restored.”




    Marina interjected. “It’s a required step but, while facilities can be recovered, the lives of animals are lost forever.” Her comment caused more nodding among those present.




    I continued. “Of course, time’s naturally on our side but this is no reason to take up a passive attitude. I believe we need to find these people.”




    Algea stood, the look and aspect of a glimmering marble statue. We turned to look at her with a sense of surprise.




    “We cherish the Humans and we proved it beyond doubt.” She paused. “Everyone in Eridu, Moîrai included, is under scrutiny. I know I do not need to remind anyone here how much your race can be dangerous, and is perceived as such. You are the ones who remember and cannot forget.”




    A grave veil descended upon us as everyone was painfully aware of the tragedies of our own history. Some lowered their eyes under the burden of the emotions those words evoked.




    “We, Moîrai—and other races—are not yet certain about your fate. The fear that the son of man could still be corrupted is founded even now.”




    We glanced at each other, unsure of the implications of what Algea was saying or whom she referred to.




    “You use your renewed talents to do good and to benefit others,” she went on. “You defeated your arrogance, restrained your strength and, in doing so, you strengthened us all.”




    Algea turned toward me. “Dan, we have a great burden on our shoulders and an onus, too. The responsibility is ours but also yours, now. Your race will prosper soon and claim the place we envisioned for you. We are eagerly awaiting for everything to happen. It can and needs to be a short wait, rather than a difficult progression. We can find them.”




    I expected and feared this conclusion...Humans chased by Moîrai to what end, and with what consequences? I stood up as well. “I’m sure you can, Algea. But I also ask you not to.”




    Algea stared at me, and her sharp gaze cut the line between my eyes.




    I stiffened. “Here we’re all part of a new race,” I said, and my sight wandered through the members of the Council before turning to Algea again. “The renewed humans the Moîrai allowed to be. Each of us, when first approached by your race, was urged not to turn back on our future. Algea, we will not turn our back on our past, either.” A faint murmur stressed those last words.




    I started to walk slowly around the table, conscious of the support of my people. Algea’s gaze followed me at every step as if she wanted to erect an invisible wall to stop my gait.




    “You called us seeds once. But the plant already has roots. You told us to respect the fragility of the spared ones. You urged us to care for them.”




    I had almost reached Algea when I concluded, “You cannot ask us now to step back and betray them. These are our brethren and, however much they mistrust us, we are the ones who will care for them.” A long moment of silence, thick and dark, greeted my words.




    Algea didn’t show any emotion when she said, “So be it,” and left.




    It was the first time any of us had resisted a Moîrai request. Probably the first time as well a Moîrai had been confronted so directly. That experience left me shaken. My teeth hurt; I was clenching my jaw with force. I realized Marina was standing next to me and her eyes bore a light of gratitude while she dried my forehead with a piece of cloth.




    “Dan,” Manfred’s voice broke the silence, “you need to lead us in this. I think I speak for everyone,” he gestured to encircle all the Council members, “when I say that what you have done today, no one would have dared. You gave us back the dignity I thought we’d lost forever.”




    I turned to everyone with renovated hope; my body straightened. “We’ll convene again but, next time, it will be our first Human Council. We will call you soon through the Palladium.”




    “You think it’ll be safe?”




    “I’ll make sure it is.”
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    Clouds had gathered during the meeting and the shadows disappeared, replaced by a gloomy light that turned every color to a different tone of gray. The weather matched my own feelings. People around were busy attending to their tasks and the sound of their activities was muffled in the heavy air that announced the rainstorm. In the distance, silently hovering high over the plains, the Moîrai transporter had not left yet.




    Algea waited by the Saint Mary’s Gate, still the only access to Civita. I saw her at the balustrade, her attention fixed on the valley below. I knew she heard me as she waited for me to reach her side.




    “This is a beautiful planet, Dan.” I remained silent, waiting for her to continue.




    “Eridu was inhabited by the largest animals having ever walked its soil. It had an environment hostile to your race. Its natural evolution was changed forever and abruptly by your presence.




    “The Palladium brought back all the many fragments of your past, the origin of which was lost for eons for humankind. ‘Those who forget will remember,’ a wise one from my race once said. ‘They will avoid the darkest moments they had laid on their own future.’ I would like to think this is going to be your future, Dan.”




    “What do you mean, Algea? What worries you?”




    “Come,” she said and walked toward the esplanade as the transporter started to approach. She stood still in the middle, waiting for the vessel to slow to a halt, and I wondered what she had in mind. A side section of the transporter lowered and dilated; Algea stepped in, then turned toward me and smiled. No one had ever been in one of the Moîrai vessels and, up close, it looked imposing.




    I looked around to check if anyone witnessed the scene but we were alone. I moved forward, small steps at first. Then, with a sense of marvel, I entered the ship. The wall behind me coalesced back to a solid, translucent bulkhead.




    “Follow,” Algea said without looking back, leading me to a long tunnel or corridor. Inside, the ship gave the impression to be much larger than I previously judged as I had seen Moîrai transporters, as we called them, only from afar.




    We crossed the path of other Moîrai who saluted Algea with respect and deference to which she replied with a small gesture, turning her hand open at her right flank. She must have enjoyed a higher status than I thought. Moîrai personnel entered and left through sections dilating before them and coalescing right after their passage, but I was unable to distinguish the characteristics of any kind of door after the wall closed; the corridor seemed to be made of a single piece, as if it was carved in a precious stone.




    We passed in front of a much larger section that remained opened so I could peek into the hall. I saw rows of Moîrai lying inside some sort of sarcophagi and turned to Algea to address a muted question.




    She stared at me and said, “They are translating.” I stared back and I frowned, so she added “Shifting, if you prefer. They are here, but not exactly. They are elsewhere, too.”




    I stepped forward and had a better look at the vast hall. Other Moîrai appeared to be attending the sarcophagi and monitoring their functions.




    Algea continued. “We shift to visit places without the need to be physically present. More efficient, surely you agree. You might one day learn that in person.” She resumed the walk.




    “When Alaston visited me…”




    “He was shifting.”




    We arrived to what must have been the front section of the Moîrai vessel. I guessed we had reached the equivalent of the bridge deck. The whole crew saluted Algea again. A bulky structure with a crystal canopy occupied the center of the bridge. A Moîrai sat inside and it looked as if the body was fused to a structure resembling a throne. His head was hidden within an opaque helmet covered with tubercles from which some sort of capillaries transported a clear liquid. Capillaries also ran over his limbs.




    Before I could ask any questions, Algea explained. “She is the pilot. And she is the ship, as well. She and the ship are one.”




    I kept looking, and marveled at the pilot and her seat. Without taking my eyes off both, I asked, “How many pilots are required for every ship?”




    Algea’s voice manifested what I took as a sarcastic tone as she answered, “There is only one pilot; she is the ship. She grows with the ship and lives through states of consciousness that are accessible only to pilots. Becoming one attracts many among the youngest of us, but only a few are able to achieve the status.




    “Of course, we can only imagine the level of their connection with the ship and among other pilots as only theories support that, rather than reports from direct experience. Once a Moîrai achieves the status of pilot, he does not come back to tell others what it really means.”




    “You mean…she stays in there continuously?” Algea slightly bent her head, probably amused that I only then grasped the implications of what she had just said.




    “It is not a natural state of consciousness, the one you and I share. I am sure you have noticed the shell around her. Pilots are aided to maintain their fusion with the ship with neurotrophic agents that promote the growth, the differentiation, and the survival of nerve cells in their development during their life. Their synaptic transmissions and their neuronal plasticity far exceed our normal disposition and capabilities…and yours, too. We do share quite a few brain similarities. Many races do. Pilots’ capabilities grow continuously.”




    “So, they receive a sort of drug?” Algea looked at me for a long moment but did not answer; then she nodded to one of the Moîrai on the bridge. She turned and pointed behind me.




    “Dan, look.” A large section of the vessel had become transparent. We were orbiting Eridu, right above the Mediterranean Sea. I hadn’t perceived any motion since I entered the transporter and, so surprised, I stopped breathing.




    Eridu then started to recede further and further away at an unimaginable speed before I realized it was the Moîrai ship that sped away from the planet. I had to grip the pilot’s cocoon; my hairs rose while an uncontrolled shiver assaulted the back of my neck. I gasped for air.




    The planet shrunk to the size of a needle’s head accompanied by a not-too-distant little speck of light which I realized was our moon. I got a humbling yet beautiful view of our cradle in the universe. My heart pumped hard in my chest.




    “We are now at about six million miles from your planet, Dan,” Algea said, and I had to hold my breath again. “Eridu does not seem that much as seen from here. I am sure you agree.” I watched Algea without knowing what to say. Her eyes never left me.




    “Keep looking.”




    Eridu and the moon drifted laterally at a tremendous speed, disappearing from sight, and a bright amber dot appeared on the center of the view. The dot grew in size at an even greater rate than the one Eridu had shrunk with; so much, that I stepped back in fear when I recognized where we were headed. A gaseous giant filled the whole transparent section of the Moîrai vessel. The dramatic vision dwarfed Eridu; the colorful surface and the wavy patterns around the Red Spot seemed like complex brush strokes being delivered by a mad painter.




    “It’s marvelous, Algea, and it is humbling.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the miracle I was witnessing.




    “I am glad you feel that way, Dan. We are at the same distance, six million miles from Jupiter. Races in the galaxy have seen things that dwarf this giant planet of your solar system, the way Eridu is dwarfed compared to Jupiter. Scenes such as these are of help when a race still has to gain the right perspective of its role and its place in the universe.”




    “Algea, I’m not arrogant,” I protested, “and the things I said were not dictated by self-importance or overbearing pride. I’m not—” Algea raised one hand to stop my apology.




    “I am not referring to our meeting, Dan. I understood your reasons.” Algea kept looking at the unrest on Jupiter’s surface. “The Selection process was inevitable, Dan.”




    “I know, Algea. I’m not judging Moîrai’s motivations.”




    “One day you will, Dan. One day you will…”




     




    ⁂




     




    The transporter became a vanishing star in the evening sky above Civita. The clouds had dispersed after a brief but intense rainstorm, and I walked through the esplanade watching the Moîrai vessel disappear. The air was filled with all the perfumes of nature; everything greeted my senses as to assure me I was truly back on Eridu.




    Behind me, in town, families were getting ready for supper and my family probably wondered where I was.




    A last burst of lightning flashed on the Saint Mary’s Gate bas-relief. My eyes were riveted and I stood there, fixing on its pair of lions clutching two human heads.


  




  

    



    Saboteurs





    I didn’t share news of the journey on the Moîrai vessel with anyone, not with Mary nor with Laura. Algea tried to tell me something, to have me ready for events the relevance of which escaped me now. The space flight had been intentional and all I saw had been on purpose. Everything connected, and I only had to understand how, and what kind of revelation I needed to prepare for.




    Laura organized surveillance teams at all our sites and the same happened in other communities, too. Patrols regularly met with the others’ at the borders of their managed territory. We were stretched thin, and we had to enroll additional people as guards. Laura’s schedule was busy those days but—so far—the patrols had avoided a new sabotage from happening.




    “Laura is worried,” Mary said over breakfast as we enjoyed a moment just for us. The kids, Hope and Samuel, were at school already and the scrambled eggs, sausages, bacon and coffee—while we seated on the terrace overlooking the plains—were a marvelous start to the day. In the distance, details were sharp and neat and only a few patches of fog stretched along the path of the two little rivers flowing in the valley below, the Rio Chiaro and the Rio Torbido.




    “I am, too. Everything is troublesome.”




    “Because of what happened?”




    “What happened, Mary? Do we really know? The facts are simple, but their implications aren’t.”




    She looked older than I was, now. I hadn’t changed physically in the past years but she’ll grow old before any slight change in my figure would reveal the passage of time. She will die first, too, and the thought hurt deep inside.




    Mary’s blue eyes followed mine with tenderness, “I don’t know, Dan. But I do know that no one better than you can deal with it.” She took my hand.




    “Only if I were aware of what I’m dealing with, Mary.”




    “I’m not one of the Selected, Dan. You and the others are different, and more capable than you were ever before.” She reached across the table. “I don’t have your special senses but I can read into your heart better than any Selected.”




    “Oh, Mary, if only I could. But, then again, what I’ll share with you will remain with you.” She did not reply, waiting for me to go on.




    “I’ve seen Jupiter.”




    Mary looked at me trying to understand what I meant. “You’ve seen Jupiter…”




    “Aboard one of the Moîrai transporters. They are big, by the way.” Now I had her attention.




    “When? How? Why didn’t you say anything?” She paused. “Did you tell Laura?” She bent her head to the right as she did when she got ready to hear an answer she wouldn’t like. Some things never change.




    “No, no. You’re the first.” I noticed she sighed.




    I told her about the flight to Jupiter, the things I saw in the vessel, the pilot, and what Algea told me. My feelings warned me the flight was much more than an impromptu trip. Algea had seemed torn between showing or telling me too much yet not revealing enough for me to understand and get ready to do whatever she had in mind.




    “I think you’re right. She knows something and she wants you to know, too. Maybe she can’t tell you, Dan.”




    “It’s related to the Selection, I’m sure, and to the sabotage activities. I believe those made the situation worse, but how is anyone’s guess.”




    “Why haven’t you said anything to Marina yet?”




    “I’m keeping everything hidden within where it cannot be reached by anyone, Mary. Not even Marina. If Algea wanted to share with everyone, she would have told us during one of the Council meetings.”




    “Maybe she wants you to leak the news?”




    “What news, Mary? I know nothing. We already have enough on our plates to deal with. What would I say? That I was welcomed to a space tour? And why? No, I need to discover more first.”




    Mary’s eyes were as beautiful as ever...I could’ve fallen into them as the first time I met her and get lost, thinking of nothing but her.




     




    ⁂




     




    The windows of the Renaissance Palace, site of the Council Room, looked out upon the main square. The Romanesque church of San Donato, hosting our agronomy lab, occupied the whole short side. The technician teams, still guided by Jean Claude, our Chief Agronomist and Scientist, and his wife Liliana, had been able to provide us with crops and seeds varieties the farms produced to satisfy most of our nutritional needs. In their first year in Civita, Liliana decided not to bear a child from a Selected, and I think that, in the end, pleased Jean Claude.




    The first small plant farm the church once hosted had been replicated multiple times in much larger and more capable sites. We even had started to export our produce to other communities. No money was involved; trade of resources and expertise were the only things that had value in our world. We all aimed to a common, higher goal and sought no profit. So why the sabotage?




    The squeaking sound of the double doors opening interrupted my train of thought. Marina had arrived.




    “I assume you know already.”




    “Of course,” I said without taking my eyes off the golden glow of the ancient limestone of Civita’s buildings. Most of our people were occupied at this time of day, but some strolled leisurely in the main square, enjoying the mild weather. We wanted to become a prosperous community so people took up work following inclination rather than need.




    “Laura’s getting ready for her report. She will be here in a minute, together with John and Luke,” Marina said.




    “Okay.”




    They were Laura’s most trusted people, sort of her lieutenants. Where one was, the other two usually covered the other’s back. Strong and capable from his past military experience as a former US soldier stationed in Germany, John was crucial to us. Reliable, he had been the perfect complement to Laura’s efforts and management skills in creating a service to protect the community, and he trained the recruits for Laura’s Wanderers. Luke, another American who lived in Germany, had been his first trainee.




    “You’re worried, aren’t you?”




    “Who wouldn’t be, Marina?” I had many reasons to be worried—included was the Moîrai and what Algea had tried to tell me aboard the transporter. “Besides, with all our infrastructure surveillance requirements, we cannot spread too thin. Either we run them, or we protect them. We can hardly do both at the moment.”




    “Personnel limitation is only a matter of a few years…”




    “You expect this crisis to last that long, Marina?”




    “Humans are stubborn, Dan. And we are stubborn, too.” Her voice gained a sardonic tone. “You are stubborn, and for the right reasons. This is how I came to like you, dear.”




    I turned to confront my instigator. Marina smiled; she knew I liked her from the beginning, but we agreed not to add any grief to the spared ones I loved and was responsible for. Our time would come, and time had a different meaning for us.




    “They are here,” Marina said, but I didn’t need any confirmation as I could recognize Laura’s heartbeat pattern among thousands, and the stress it manifested.




    “Jean Claude’s with them, too,” I said and Marina just nodded.




    The doors opened, and we sat for a debriefing. But a different kind than the one we hoped for took place. It sounded like news from a war zone. Jean Claude was the most worried. He clasped and unclasped his hands while speaking, unable to find any rest.




    “Dan, this puts everyone under intense pressure. Our technicians are nervous, and the quality of their work is taking a blow.” He stared at Laura, as if he wanted to ask her to support his remarks.




    She felt compelled to add her view on the situation we faced. “We don’t have enough people to watch every lab and every farm at the same time.” She gazed briefly at Jean Claude. “We all know that.”




    Jean Claude nodded.




    Then, she looked back at Marina and me. “We need more people, Dan, and we need technicians’ help, too. Otherwise, we’ll be forced to sit like ducks and wait for the next attacks; and forget about search and patrol.”




    Another aeroponic farm had been destroyed. The saboteurs had waited for the few minutes between the last technician to leave work and the guards to show up at the site to wreak havoc and destroy everything. They had reacted to our fast-enacted security plan with coordination and efficiency. The technicians should’ve waited for the guards to arrive, but they were tired and eager to leave.




    “Everyone’s already doing multiple turns and the fatigue will not help either,” John said.




    I sensed his and Luke’s uneasiness; Marina and I noticed they were both sweating and not because of any heating in the Council Room. I also had to take into account we had humans against humans, but the leaders of one side weren’t considered as humans as they could be by their own people. I wondered whether the spared ones would hesitate in case the sabotage escalated to direct physical confrontations against armed groups and I worried for Laura’s safety.




    Laura continued. “We’ve lost the fish farm at the Bolsena Lake. We cannot demand too much from our technicians, to complete their own duty and perform ours as well,” she added, and addressed a look full of understanding to Jean Claude who exhaled in relief. Laura knew how to appease spirits and keep her people focused on priorities.




    “We’re not gathered to find who to blame and our tasks are more complicated than those of the saboteurs.” Marina reassured everyone.




    “They left the same sign,” John spoke again but Laura did not react, and went through the list of the damages.




     




    “Okay, thank you all. Marina will go with Jean Claude and John to assess the situation for the Moîrai. I’m sure everything will be replaced soon. Don’t worry too much.” I smiled at everyone. I would convene with Marina again at the end of the day but that didn’t need to be said aloud. The meeting was over.




    “Laura, stay, please.”




    We waited for the others to leave.




     




    “Oh, Dan, hug me,” she said. “I’m so tired.”




    I squeezed her with fondness. “Don’t overdo, honey.”




    “I have to. Everyone is, Dan. What would I tell them? ‘Sorry, I’m tired today’?”




    “Laura, you’re everywhere, and at every moment of the day. You’re doing more than anyone else.”




    “Isn’t that what you expect from me?” She knew me well. I kissed her forehead with renewed emotions.




    “You’ve always been meticulous. Even when pregnant with Hope, you wanted to keep patrolling the area around Geneva in search for more survivors. Mary and I had a hard time making you stop.”




    Laura smiled.




    I couldn’t avoid smiling in turn, thinking of those times. Years had passed and everything had changed. Nothing of what we imagined—or expected—during the first months following the Selection came true. A more incredible reality imposed its ways on us and everyone had to adapt without hesitation. Adapting...many times I forced myself to do that.




    “What do you make of the situation, Laura?” She regained her composure and again became my Chief Security Officer as I sometimes called her, and only half-jokingly.




    “They’re organized. I can’t tell you how many are out there but their numbers allow them to study our patrolling schedules, determine our timings, and strike with surgical precision. Fast, efficient, undetected, to then disappear again.”
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