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On the Universe and its Distances

 

The easiest way to picture the Universe is a sandbox.

You could take a flat board and draw a map of all stars and planets you know of like cities on a landscape, but that would give you a very wrong idea of the actual distances which separate objects in the cosmos and their relative positions.

Astronomical distances are often measured in multiples of c (the speed of light). How long does it take for light (the fastest medium we know of) to travel between two places? From Earth to the Sun, it “merely” takes 8 minutes, and from here to the next star… that’s “just” a few years trip. To reach the closest star cluster, however, it would take over four hundred years, and that becomes forty thousand if we’re heading to the center of the galaxy. Andromeda, the closest other galaxy we can see in the sky, is currently two and a half million light years away from us.

Why? Because the Universe is just one, enormous gravitating system. It’s made of objects which exercise a constant pull on one another, so the closest ones tend to become even closer, and they will eventually come to revolve around a common center of mass. So planets and asteroids will never stray far from their star, leaving vast expanses of empty space all around, and stars (with their full systems in tow) will keep close to other stars, forming clusters, and star clusters will eventually form the spiral arms of a galaxy. A galaxy will then seek the vicinity of its nearest companions, forming a cluster of galaxies and so forth… up to the Universe: the biggest “box” we’ve ever discovered. 

So it’s actually no wonder that science fiction is forced to call upon some very improbable concepts – like hyperspace, warp speed, or worm-holes – to allow for traveling to other planets. It’s also no wonder, though it might not be so easy to imagine, that an inhabited solar system might actually have no knowledge of its closest neighbor: though bound by gravity, the two would be virtually incapable of actually reaching one another, so they might just as well be on opposite sides creation.

This said… get ready for and adventure!

 


 

In the Year 2491, according to the Gregorian Calendar, the first interstellar space-faring vessel left Earth, never to return. 

 

The Galactic Chronicles record this event as the Zero Hour of the Stellar Age.


PART 1 – The Main Office

 

Protos – Capital World of the Terran Hegemony, Galactic Year 13,471

 

Winnet had never been a sporty type, at least not in the first seventy-four standard years of his life. He didn’t like hustling, exercising, or hurrying up in general, under any circumstance. The galaxy was made to be traveled lightly, he thought, and quietly… in well measure strides and always with a very specific purpose in mind. Efficiency was the key, and those who ran around all the time… it just meant they didn’t have enough of it (or non at all).

Winnet was a reporter.

No. He didn’t work for that old bandwagon called the GUN. He didn’t travel worlds looking for scoops or stories, trying to make a name for himself by winking in front of an audience.

Winnet worked for a much older and respectable bandwagon and traveled worlds not to appear but to observe, and though he actually was trying to make a name for himself, he expected it would come by means of a job well done and some fresh and original ideas; he’d always known that, should he ever bother to have any, they would shake the very foundations of history as people knew it.

Winnet worked for the Galactic Chronicles.

Now, after two standard decades “on the field”, he’d been called back to Protos, specifically to their main offices in Trantor. Apparently, somebody who was said to be very close to the current Provost had personally handpicked him for an assignment of great importance.

Winn, you there?

«On my way and right on time,» he answered out loud, checking his time and destination through the cortical node.

You’re over four minutes late actually, Guntar’s surgically altered voice taunted him.

Winnet had always preferred the original, though that had been terrible as well. Besides… if you were so stupid to go and get surgery in the fourteenth millennium, you were asking for trouble.

«That’s only according to your relative and relatively unimportant perception, which quite differs from my personal timetable,» he answered using the same mocking tone, taking his seat inside the mag car (he’d always preferred old fashion monorails to quantum transfer units; he liked the “feel of the trip”).

You do realize that, should any or all of us be late or early, the galaxy would still just keep spinning, right? Minlava put in, laughing. She’d been the one to start the conversation.

Winnet loved Minlava, though he wouldn’t admit it. He loved her so much, he’d actually never used remote stim with her. It was a “strange form of traditional puritanism” as she herself usually put it, although – truth be told – Winnet liked remote simulated orgasms… he just didn’t want to have any with Min. A strange behavior to say the least, as he himself would candidly admit.

«I’m pretty sure you’re just saying that ‘cause you’re the one who’s late,» he answered knowingly, making a smirk the others couldn’t see.

I can see you, dummy! 

«I seriously doubt that,» he objected. «We’re on audio only, I haven’t given you access to my facial parameters, and I’ve got nobody’s eyes on me at the moment.»

Min was a wizard when it came to the Data Stream, and she could do things Winnet couldn’t even start naming. She was one of the very few people who could explain to you exactly how remote links actually worked, not to mention (and aside from the hyper-specialized and richly compensated technicians who made them work) the quantum-electronic computers managing them. She was a top-notch hacker, though she preferred to show herself to the world in a more fashionable manner, at least at first glance.

Winnet glanced to his right, to the largest city in the galaxy and its landscape, trying to pinpoint any location from which Min could get an angle on his face, for how far off and out of focus, but he failed. This time, she wouldn’t have him.

I see you ‘cause I’m right here, you dupe.

Winnet had to make a tremendous effort not to burst out laughing when he saw her turning his way, exactly two seats in front of him. She got up to join him.

«Hey there, sugar.»

«Hey there, little witch,» he answered, refraining from his usual hand kiss, since they were in public.

She laughed. «Gunty, you there yet?»

‘Course! I’m waiting for Velka. She should be here any moment.

«Why didn’t we hear from her?» Winnet asked.

She said she only wants to talk to me, Guntar boasted. 

«She’s probably just squabbling with somebody as usual,» Min suggested, bemusedly.

Thanks for that, Min. Really. Gun protested. 

«I am truthfully sorry. I assure you, this will never happen again.»

The way they made fun of each other, on a very personal basis, was actually quite peculiar in an era of almost completely digitalized human relations. It wasn’t the rule everywhere – Winnet knew this because he’d traveled a lot – but it was a fact that, at least in the central sectors of the Hegemony, personal confidences were no longer a thing, at least in public. It wasn’t outlawed of course, and not even discouraged… but some behaviors were simply out of style nowadays.

The four of them had met at their very first lesson of chronological history, in that very city (they’d met in person, since traditions were sacred and untouchable at the Galactic Chronicles), and their bonding had been instant. Some would have called it unhealthy, and each of them, if picked apart from the group, would have pointedly agreed. But together, they were something else entirely, and they’d never been afraid to show themselves to the Universe for what they were.

«We won’t see each other again for a long time, will we?» Min said, relaxing on the comfortable seat.

«Am I right to assume that this is your first ride on a mag car?»

«Second, actually. I was curious to see what you like so much about these moving polym cans, so one day I just boarded one.»

«And this time?»

The link was closed, so it was just the two of them now. Min, however, made no answer.

«Are you setting off too?» Winnet asked her after a while.

«Yup! Estegor, Dragon’s Tail.»

«You’re going to the Templar world?»

«You know them?»

«Sort of…»

«I guess they might have been an interesting subject once. Maybe at the beginning of this millennium.»

«Well… we are historians,» Winnet mused. «If it’s interesting and modern, it’s just not our thing.»

«Your philosophy and lifestyle are enviably pragmatic,» she mocked him. «How about you? What are your plans?»

«I’ll be reassigned, but I still don’t know where to.»

«So you’ll be leaving soon.»

«I think so.»

She looked straight into his eyes, something else nobody ever did anymore. «Let’s do something?» She proposed.

«Like what?» he asked.

«I don’t know. Anything! Only one rule: it has to be you and me.»

«Why just you and me?»

«Because that’s the rule. Let’s pretend it’s the last time we’ll ever see each other again. It’ll be fun!»

«Ok. Well, in that case…»

«Do you already have something in mind?»

«I… well… how about we have real sex?»

«Real as in…»

«As in the physical thing.»

«Oh… I’ve never done it.»

«Me neither.»

«I’ve heard it’s gross…»

«Yeah… I guess it’s not such a good…»

«I’m in!»

«What?»

«I said: I’m in. I wanna make the experience. I realize it, now that you’ve told me about it.»

«Oh… ok, then.»

«When?»

«Ah… tomorrow? Mid-cycle maybe?»

«How about a little later? I’m kinda busy.»

«Three quarters then?»

«Perfect. I’ll come by your place.»

«Ok… I’ll see you then.»

 

Winnet entered Professor Zanungder’s office perfectly on time. Important people in the Galactic Chronicles always had the title of Professor, with a capital “P”, to distinguish themselves from average reporters and general employees. Zanungder was the one who’d called him back to Trantor, and it was the first time the two of them actually met in person.

«Welcome. Please have a seat,» the Professor greeted him, sitting behind his desk.

That fact alone was quite peculiar in the fourteenth millennium: a man, sitting behind a table, with his back to a window. It was one of those many ancient traditions the Chronicles insisted on keeping alive, and Winnet, for all his sarcasm and skepticism on the subject, was actually very proud of them. «Thank you, Professor,» he simply answered, taking his seat.

Zanungder read some files through his cortical node, though he didn’t share them with Winnet. Some minutes went by as the older man was reading and reflecting, then, when he finally came to, he stared at Winnet in a… curious way, one might have said. The situation was starting to feel embarrassing.

«I must say,» the Professor began, out of the blue, «that I’ve found your dissertation on the importance of keeping a Sol-centered geogalactic nomenclature to be quite impressive.» He was spying him from behind a pair of spectacles which, Winnet now realized, weren’t just an accessory to his wardrobe. «You’ve definitely nailed all major points in favor of the theses, though your resume doesn’t show for any specific courses on the subject,» he added.

Winnet was so taken aback by that remark he failed to respond, completely. His… dissertation on the Sol-centered system…? It had been one of his very first papers, an infantile piece of work he’d done in his spare time, dreaming glory, like a kid who thought he could build a space rocked just using his polym toys… He was surprised that text was part of the archives at all.

«Ahh… yes…» he stammered. «I… really never considered it one of my best.»

«What absurdity,» was Zanungder’s comment. He was back to his reading (Winnet could tell by the way he moved his eyes left and right). «I believe this is by far your finest and most precious work, though I’ll admit your vast production is impressive, young man.»

That remark too was of an old lineage… especially considering Winnet was seventy-four years old, relatively speaking. «May I ask… what you think is so special about it?» he inquired.

«Well… the fact that it exists, for starters.»

Winnet made no comment.

«That and the fact that you were so young when you wrote it,» Zanungder continued. «This piece is exceptional, all things considered. Tell me…» he asked, looking Winnet in the eye (and that was when the younger man realized that the Professor’s glasses actually served him as optical visors; the man didn’t have a cortical node!) «do you no longer believe in the quality of your work or the truth behind your theses?»

«Honestly?» Winnet confessed, hesitantly. «I only thought of it as a juvenile whim.»

«I see.»

«Will this be a problem, Professor?»

«Not at all. However, I do wish you would reconsider your position, since this work is the only reason we’re even speaking right now. The Sol-centered nomenclature is, as you abundantly prove in your paper, not only a whim but a precise intent in keeping and preserving the memory of our origins, in universal language and thus in universal culture. We were born on Earth, and we evolved in the Sol Cluster. It is there that we fought our fist stupid fratricidal wars, meanwhile learning how to control space and, to a certain extent, even time. Modern galactic geography is still largely the result of choices that were made over ten thousand years ago when the Initiative selected the destinations and initial trajectories that would mark the beginning of the Great Expansion. Those choices were greatly limited – and thus dictated – by the equally limited perspective of the early inhabitants of Sol, and yet many of those systems and sectors are inhabited to the day, as well as home to some very important interplanetary institutions. We must never forget where we came from or why.»

«But it’s a lost cause,» Winnet objected. «Why should people who were born here, on Protos, even want to use those names? Why should they say “Swan Cluster” when they can use the term Sector Mira 9 or M67? That cluster is called Swan only because of Sol’s relative position, since the pre-stellar inhabitants of Ancient Earth would see it in the direction of what they called the Swan Constellation. Those names outlived their cultural purpose as soon as the Great Expansion began, and it is simply impossible they can survive today, at least outside of academic dissertations.»

«Your objections are, needless to say, valid, though this is just something that adds to your debating skills: it’s rare to find somebody capable of arguing competently for both a thesis and its opposite, and it is a quality you’ve already shown to possess. But, for now and just for the sake of argument, let’s leave bureaucrats and military officers to their more efficient cataloging systems and concentrate on history and the search for knowledge. There’s only one point in which your old paper is lacking.»

«And what might that be?» Winnet asked, curious in spite of himself.

«That you fail to consider the importance of genealogical classification as a worthier substitute to the typological one.»

Winnet waited, patiently.

«It’s actually one of the most important scientific revolutions,» Zanungder said, «theorized for the first time during pre-stellar antiquity. I personally believe the human mind to be naturally prone to the process of classification and cataloging, since the mind itself is limited and thus needs strict order to extend the range of its cognitive capabilities; however, this process constantly and only develops by means of affinity. To put it simply: similar things tend to fall under the same categories, with no regard as to their origins. Unfortunately, from a scientific and historical point of view, this is profoundly inaccurate.»

«So calling the Swan Cluster “Sector Mira 9” would be wrong, because it bears no reference to that sector’s society’s origins. Is that correct?» Winnet inquired.

«In very simple words, yes. But don’t worry: I haven’t brought you here to enlist you in my solitary crusade against the impoverishment of universal culture and language. I’ve brought you here because I think you’re a brilliant young man, with the addition of that little spark of curiosity and courage which distinguishes the people our great organization desperately needs. I believe, son, that you are ready to be transferred to the Main Office.»

Winnet studied the man, trying to understand if that last part had been a joke, but Zanungder seemed serious enough. «And…» he asked with embarrassment, feeling like a perfect idiot though he couldn’t really understand why, «may I ask: where this Main Office might be? I honestly thought I was already in it.»

Zanungder looked up at him with a strange smile, some halfway between curiosity and amusement. «Dr. Rectzov» he asked, almost laughing, «do you mean to tell me that, after all that we’ve discussed… you still haven’t figured that out?»

 

Planet Earth, Sol Cluster, Galactic Year 13,475

 

When Winnet first set foot on the soil of that ancient planet, he didn’t really feel any different. He’d expected to, since they’d told him he would: they said he would feel the sacredness of the place almost like a tangible thing. But apparently, they’d overestimated him.

Sure enough, it was a sight to behold, especially from the sky. From a distance, Earth looked like the perfect planet: it had wide and flat continental masses surrounded by blue oceans, plus a perfectly calibrated rotation axis with just a slight fluctuation; it even had polar caps, which (they’d explained to him) had slowly and painfully reformed over the millennia. Such a planet was a rare sight, even for somebody who’d traveled a lot. Actually, as far as Winnet could recall, only Bados V could compare to this beauty.

Getting in close, however, one started to make out the signs of the great devastation human beings had wrought upon their ancient homeworld. There were deep furrows, and craters where the crust had been excavated through and through, down to the mantel, in search for the minerals and metals that were necessary for the construction of the first great ships. There were great artificial islands in the oceans, made of inorganic wastes which still hadn’t dissolved completely, and deserts, yellow and brown, which, at the time, must have covered up nearly every other possible ecosystem…

Winnet was no planetologist, but he could easily imagine how a society might reach such a level of discomfort when forced (or even stranded) on the surface of one single, tiny world. The main hazard would be the continuous and frenetic growth of living standards, made possible by an unstoppable and galloping technological progress. No wonder the planet itself had been fleshed out in such a way, reduced to a battered and bloody skeleton, one which still showed its scars after such a long time.

After he landed, he looked around, though he didn’t really know what to make of his situation. On one side, Earth looked like a very common and monotonous place (a world like any other, silent and out of the way of the much more comforting and exhilarating frenzy of the richer portions of the galaxy), on the other, he did have the knowledge of being in a very special place, one which couldn’t compare to any other in the known Universe; an ancient place, filled with secrets and truths, all waiting to be revealed.

Nobody was there to greet him when he arrived, so he made his way to a hostel for tourists – not many of those actually, at least not as far as Winnet could see. He walked inside a large mess hall, which had tables and chairs where people could sit and eat food. Some of those stations were occupied by bulky holograms, depicting (and that was an intuition on his part) important guests who’d ventured there in the past, probably throughout the centuries.

He sat by himself, next to the blurry and not very colored image of a couple, a man and a woman, smiling at each other. She was a Lunar, while he was just a common guy with the typically rigid posture of a retired military officer; Winnet had met some of those back in the day.

«Mabel Adasco and Edda Mikstov,» a voice behind him said, and it took a while for Winnet to realize it was a human waiter (he hadn’t realized he’d set foot in a high luxury restaurant)… «It’s my favorite actually,» the man added. He seemed old, of the not-very-well-rejuvenated type, something that was common only to some very specific backwater sectors. «My family already ran this business back when they came here, and the two of them agreed to this holo portrait. It was a great honor!»

Winnet listened to him politely, and a very peculiar piece of information caught his attention: that man was actually the owner of the restaurant where Winnet was dining. A single location, with a single owner… who waited on his customers personally.

Where am I? 

«Dr. Winnet Rectzov, I presume,» a ringing female voice called from behind his back.

Winnet turned in surprise. «That’s me.»

«Magdalena Elmar, it’s a pleasure to meet you sir!» The woman extended a hand to him and he accepted it, only after a slight hesitation. «Pardon me for being late. I hope you didn’t run into any trouble after you landed.»

«None at all,» Winnet reassured her. «Would you like to join me? I confess I’m feeling quite hungry.»

«Yes, I’d love to!» she chirped. «What will you be having?»

«Actually…»

«Roasted lamb would be my suggestion. It’s local. Very high quality!»

«And by local you mean…?»

«Our venture owns one of the very first natural breeding pastures on this continent. It dates back to my grandfather’s days,» the host jovially boasted.

«Which basically means…»

Abruptly, the girl seemed to realize her false step. «Oh… I’m really sorry,» she apologized, now very embarrassed. «I realize how all of this must seem to you. You’ve never eaten live animal meat before, have you?»

«If by “live” you mean that it comes from the slaughtering and butchering of a sentient being, I must say I haven’t,» he disgustingly answered. «And I have no intention of trying it either.»

He’d just been very rude, both to their host and to his new acquaintance, who bashed, visibly. But Winnet couldn’t help himself: what they were offering him was just too sickening.

«I really apologize,» Magdalena said again, looking like she didn’t know which way to turn. «I’m… sure they have vegetables as well. They’re natural too, of course, grown from soil… tubers and the like.»

Winnet pondered. Tubers… grown from soil; had he ever eaten them? He didn’t think so. Granary Worlds only produced treated grains, seeds for hydroponic crop growing, and the “bases” for food replication, both vegetable and animal; definitely not tubers. But for how strange such an experience may seem to him, there was actually nothing distasteful about it; he didn’t even bother to ask if they were equipped for direct assumption. «Those will do fine,» he agreed.

«Excellent!» Magdalena and the host chirped in unison.

«Please forgive my reaction,» Winnet apologized once the man had trotted away. «I realize it was really rude of me.»

That seemed to cheer her up. «There’s nothing to apologize for,» she assured him. «It was stupid of me not to consider your situation, as usual…» There was quite some sadness in that remark.

«Is something wrong?» Winnet inquired.

«Oh… it’s nothing. Let’s just say that this little trip to come and get you is actually a sort of punishment. Not that I’d ever regret it, mind you,» she quickly added.

Winnet thought she was good company, all things considered. She reminded him of Min, in style if not in appearance. When the food came, he noticed she too had opted for a vegetable plate, and he was quite grateful for it. Though he didn’t say it, he thought he’d never be able to dine in front of somebody who was eating a live slaughtered animal… He just couldn’t believe such barbaric acts still existed! It was preposterous.

«Do you have synthesizers here on Earth?» he asked after a few mouthfuls, though those vegetables were quite good.

«Oh yes, lots of them,» she answered. «But rural districts like this one rarely use any: pastures help the ecosystem, if tended to and controlled in the right way. It’s one of the reasons why the last few centuries allowed for such a speedy recovery of the planet, or so they tell me.»

«So this is just all part of a great re-terraforming effort?» That information served to mitigate his disgust, if just a little.

«I wouldn’t use the world re-terraformation, actually,» she explained. «Rather… a sort of assisted rebirth of the entire Terran ecosystem.»

«And what’s the difference?»

«Well… I’m not really an expert… but the basic concept would be that we’re not forcing the ecosystem’s growth or its development, nor are we massively interfering with atmospheric composition. All we do is try to facilitate processes which are already underway, speeding them up and making sure they’re not brusquely interrupted. This planet has licked its wounds for over thirteen thousand years, but it was so badly battered that all its attempts at healing itself would prove pointless if we weren’t here to help.»

She spoke of the subject with such passion that Winnet had an intuition. «Can I ask you… where you were born, Magdalena?»

That lit her up as she answered joyfully: «I’m proud to be an authentic, pure-bred Terran citizen.»

«And have you ever left Earth?» Winnet had to make an effort just to call it that.

«Of course! I’ve been on many worlds. Once, I even took a trip on a Stellar Pathfinder! I’m a lot older than I look, in absolute time at least.»

Pathfinder… how long had it been since he’d even heard that term? At least since his second year as a student.

«Well… I’m proud to say I’ve been to many worlds myself,» he confessed.

«And which one were you born on?»

«None, actually.»

That seemed to puzzle her.

«I was born on a starbase, in the Cancer Nebula,» he explained, «but I left when I was very young.»

«So… you don’t really have a home to go back to.»

She seemed sad, but the concept of having a “home”, as Magdalena intended it, was as much alien to Winnet as the breeding of animals.

«So where will you take me?» he asked, just to change the subject.

«They’ve asked me to take you to the Alexandria Dig Site. I don’t know why exactly.»

«And where do you work?»

«North American Pacific Reserve, though I move a lot.»

«Especially when you step on your boss’s feet,» he joked.

At that, she averted her gaze.

«I’m sorry,» Winnet apologized, «that was terrible.»

«No, it’s ok. I know you were joking. It’s just that… oh, I don’t know!»

«Come on… tell me.»

Talking to her was easy, kinda like when he spoke to his old friends. This made him feel comfortable, and at ease… 

«All right,» she consented, smiling with gratitude. «But I’m warning you: it’s a very lame story.»

«I’ll listen to it anyway.»

 

What surprised Winnet most of all in the following days – and he’d already been surprised so many times he was actually getting tired of it – was discovering that Earth had no air transportation services, of any kind, and that both individuals and supplies moved around by ground or, whenever it was impossible, by sea.

The “trains” were fast, efficient, and comfortable; Winnet liked them. But the idea that it would take him four whole days to reach a destination that would normally be just a few hours off (even with the limitations of atmospheric flight) was something that, to his mind, felt totally inconceivable.

During the trip, Magdalena had the time to tell him her whole story, both in summary and in detail: she’d actually been born on Earth, but she’d traveled a lot, mainly for study, and she’d seen nearly all systems in the Sol Cluster and the Pleiades, plus a short trip to the Lion Cluster she was always very nostalgic about. She’d never been to Protos or any other of the more advanced systems, but this didn’t seem to weigh on her, and she was quick and smart as people went. She described herself as clumsy, a little too much for her own good, and she was sure (or so she claimed) that this was the main source of her problems, including the frequent “exiles” she was forced to take when she got into a quarrel with a grumpy superior.

Winnet however, who had a great deal of experience in this field, could easily see that what Magda lacked, unfortunately for her, was one fundamental quality: she wasn’t ambitious and she wasn’t a bitch. This fact had always, and possibly forever, blocked her way to a much more promising and brilliant career. She would never be able to surpass all those individuals to whom she was forced to defer so frequently, because she’d never made the right friends and never done the right favors to the right people. Also, she couldn’t blackmail anybody, because she didn’t care enough about people she didn’t like to spy on them. And so she kept skimming the surface of the spheres of power, without ever being able to access them.

Thanks to her tales, Winnet could see that the Chronicles were all that really mattered on that planet. Economy, research, society in general… everyone depended on the institution’s presence and fed off of it. Without the Chronicles, he realized, this world would have been abandoned centuries if not millennia ago. This fact was strange, as it spoke of a very specific design, though Winnet couldn’t fathom what goal it might actually have.

«I can’t wait to see what you’ll think of the Dig Site!» Magda chirped happily, at least for the fourth time.

«The fact that you name it so much bodes well for it, I guess,» Winnet joked.

«Sorry… it’s just… I don’t know why I keep pestering you like this, I really don’t.»

«Hey… it’s ok!» he reassured her with a laugh.

«You know…» she went on. «It’s been years since I left Earth. This world is beautiful, it was the cradle of our civilization, and there’s just so much to do here, but…»

«But it’s a drag. Am I right?»

She burst out laughing. «Especially for you, I’m sure, since you’ve been to Protos and who knows how many other incredible places in your life.»

«I’m acclimatizing for now, as Lunars like to put it,» he said, «but I guess I’ll get tired of it eventually. People aren’t made to remain in a single place for too long.»

«And to think there was a time when this was the only place they actually had. I honestly don’t know how they managed it.»

«They were lucky, I guess: they didn’t even know there could be other places…»

«Well… I guess that’s true.»

 

The “dig site” was actually an entire valley. It was visible from the top of an enormous dam, built to block out the sea and positioned right to the north of what, they told him, had once been a city called Alexandria of Egypt. A city founded, burned, re-founded, renamed, and rebuilt dozens and dozens of times during the first millennia of human civilization, at least once for every new era of history. It was one of the most ancient cities of that world, which made it one of the most ancient cities of all known creation, until global warming of the troposphere had brought Earth’s sea levels to rise to the point it was totally submerged – and what the sea had spared, the desert had claimed – bringing forth its final demise.

«This is one of the planet’s most important archaeological dig sites,» Augri Mu Amarak was telling him. He’d relieved Magdalena of his care and brought him up to the dam for some “general sightseeing”.

«I’m sure it is,» Winnet conceded. «A portion of the city still needs to be uncovered, right?» he asked, pointing southward where the high dunes looked like waves ready to crash onto the lower constructions below (the few that were actually visible).

«Indeed, but our main interest lies in the old coastal area. Believe me, there’s a lot more to see than you might guess from up here…»

Winnet actually wasn’t sure he could believe that, since that sight was incredibly beautiful and surreal as it was. It was like seeing thousands of years of history… stacked, one on top of the other. The modern city was right below them, the way it must have been in the years before the disaster, with its concrete skyscrapers and black charcoal roads. But, further into the desert, the dig had brought up some much more ancient constructions, born of a pre-technological era, and their disposition suggested there was a lot more waiting for them, hidden under that great sea of golden sand which loomed over the site with its imposing stature.

«So… what will I be doing here?» Winnet inquired, straining to pinpoint the location of the modern installation, though he failed.

«For starters,» Mu Amarak said, «you’ll be tasked with traveling between the various dig sites all around the planet. We’re always looking for help with labor, administration and, especially, logistics, as you must have already guessed. You’ll travel a lot, and I’m sure you’ll get to visit all major sites, plus many of the secondary ones.»

So I’ll be a handy boy… Winnet musingly understood. He hadn’t expected to start off so low in the hierarchy, but he wasn’t surprised, not after having seen just how different that planet was from all others (to the point it actually felt like a little galaxy in a bottle).

That was ok… since, just as good old Augri Mu Amarak had pointed out, Winnet would travel, and traveling meant meeting new people, seeing new places, and making new friends. And while those old dried mushrooms thought they were just using him, he would learn, think, study, and plot… in other words, he’d make a name for himself. But that took time.

«Very well,» he said cheerfully. «How soon will I be off?»

 

In the years that followed, Winnet visited practically every major city and dig site on Planet Earth, from the North American Reserves and the Argentinian Observatories to the Moscow Pass and the Colossus of Sidney. He saw eras among eras and heard stories among stories… all stacked and packed on that one single, tiny, thin planetary crust, crunched together like in a cake with too much stuffing, yet fascinating like nothing else could ever possibly be.

He discovered it was antiquity that interested him the most. Ancient antiquity, the one which had been called “ancient” even when Earth was the only inhabited planet in the galaxy. Some monuments actually predated any form of industrial or information technology, born of an era where man was forced to build everything with his bare hands. From afar, they looked like little toys, forgotten by some goofy child… objects which had been lost and then forgotten by time. Their charm was magnetic, as if just by looking at their solitary and eroded graves one could travel back in time to when those bridges and walls had seen the passing of rough, armored soldiers, or when those religious sites had been crowded by thousands and thousands of ignorant and faithful regulars.

He’d thought he’d soon tire of that world, but he’d been quickly forced to reconsider.

You’ve always been an unbeliever, Wi, Min told him, as he was traveling to what was probably the most important site on the entire planet and she was getting ready to descend to Estegor’s surface (the Templar homeworld) for the very first time.

«Actually, I can’t recall ever trying,» he answered with a laugh.

They were talking via quantum splitters, which were conveniently installed inside their cortical nodes (Nex now sold models which could do anything, even provide for basic physical necessities), but, even so, they rarely heard from each other, since they were both quite busy with their new assignments.

So, where ya headed this time? Min asked.

«Rome Square. They told me the ancient Colosseum is still standing…»

Pre-stellar?

«First Gregorian millennium, maybe even first century; they’re not really sure. It means…»

I know what it means, dumb-ass. You’re lucky, you know. We both are. I realized it when I came here.

«That’s true. Never as lucky as Gun, but still…»

Guntar was stationed on Bados V, working on a historical research project on the origins of the ancient Badosian Empire. Doing historical research on high-tech and high-comfort worlds was a charm. Winnet knew this from experience.

But Minlava corrected him: I don’t agree, she said. He’s just living his usual life, and he’s got everything he needs, but he hasn’t seen and touched what we have. Did I tell you about the Tree? 

«The Tree? I guess on Estegor’s moon they must have some… inside an arboretum or something, like in all habitats.»

Not here they don’t… she answered with a laugh. Not on Estegor, baby. 

«Really?»

Yup! There’s no arboretum here, just an enormous thing they call the Tree Tower, and it’s nearly a thousand years old. There should be more on the planet, born of the first one. Wi… it’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s bigger than any starship. It’s huge! It feeds on heat and rock, and it gives out light and oxygen, so much of it they don’t even need to pull it from other sources.

«I never heard of something like that…»

They told me it’s an alien lifeform, captured (or saved, I’m still not sure about this) at the time of the Order’s founding, by the original Templars.

«And you couldn’t find anything more specific?» Winnet was sincerely surprised by that fact.

It’s not easy. They have a code, which prohibits them from revealing virtually anything about themselves. It’s the first time I’ve had to deal with such extreme closure but…

«… but that’s just your thing, isn’t it?»

You bet! she exclaimed. Then she added: Though by now, I thought I would have at least learned what their name means… but they just keep telling me it doesn’t have a real meaning. 

Winnet pondered for a moment. «I think I can help you with that,» he said. «Templars were an ancient order of chivalry which lived here on Earth before the planet’s industrial era.»

Really!? And what was their purpose?

«They protected the road to the Temple of Jerusalem. That’s one of the most sacred religious sites in this planet’s history. I stumbled on a few relics related to them, and I became curious. Though actually… I realize that Estegor doesn’t have any cultural sites. So maybe it’s just a coincidence.»

Or maybe not. Wi, you’re a genius! I’d have real sex with you a million times over.

Min had the power to pleasantly embarrass him even from half a galaxy away. One day, he decided, he would ask her to retire with him on some peaceful world, so they might spend their final years together. «So what might their temple be?» he asked.

Well… there’s no actual temple, strictly speaking, Min explained. But there are many reasons why this whole system might be considered one. The aliens, for instance: it’s not just the Tree Tower, they have dozens, both in orbit and on the surface. Winn, this could very well be the start of a masterpiece, a prime issue paper. I love you! 

«I’m happy I could be of assistance.»

Whatever you need, don’t hesitate to ask, ok? I’ll be here.

«I know, and I’m grateful, but I’m doing fine at the moment.»

You usually say that when something’s bothering you, she mocked him. Are the locals giving you trouble? By “locals” she actually meant their colleagues, the ones who’d chosen a more tranquil lifestyle and never traveled. Theoretically, their job was to help and meet the requests of traveling scholars like Winnet or Minlava, but, in reality, things were never that simple.

«Let’s just say I’m still working on building trust,» he conceded.

Riiight! Well then… let me know then you’ve made a breach.

«Will do. See you, Min! You have a good time down there.»

And you have a nice trip. Be hearing from ya!

 

At Rome Square, he met up with Magdalena. She was back from an archaeological cruise in what the ancient Romans had called Mare Nostrum, and they decided to have dinner. Winnet had been forced to forget about direct assumption, completely, since that technology didn’t exist on Earth.

«Don’t you ever get tired of running around?» he asked her, as he was chewing on a strip of synthetic meat. That at least was present, and in quantity, if only in the more crowded areas of the planet.

«What do you mean?»

«I mean that traveling around doing chores is fun, in a way, ‘cause you get to see many things and places, but I think there’s a lot more to this planet than a bunch of ancient pre-stellar relics.»

«You mean you don’t like them?»

«On the contrary: I love them, and I think they’re fascinating. But they’re definitely not the reason I’m here.»

«And why are you here?»

«I don’t know and that’s the problem. I was sent here, from Protos, after having been recalled from an assignment I had only partially completed. I was transferred to the “Main Office” because of a paper I had written during my first years as a reporter, one which I didn’t even remember, and I still haven’t figured out why.»

«I see… and what do you plan to do?»

«For one thing, I decided I’ve traveled enough,» Winnet affirmed, «and that I won’t leave this site until I’ve gotten some answers.»

«From who?»

«I’m not sure yet, but I’ve asked around: in the next few weeks, nearly all big shots from the organization should come here to meet. I wanna see what they know.»

«And…» Magda seemed unsure, and a little nervous, «couldn’t it be they just sent you here because… well, you know…»

«Because they wanted to get rid of me? Don’t worry, I’ve thought about it, and it could very well be, though I can hardly imagine why. Yet I still get the feeling there’s something important here, something I still haven’t been let into because I don’t know the right people.» He eyed her. «You wouldn’t happen to know anything about it, would you?»

She stared at him. «About what?»

«Do you know why anyone would try to convince me that the Main Office of the Galactic Chronicles is here on Earth?»

«Because it is.»

«It really doesn’t look like it.»

«And what should it look like?»

«I’d say… the way the place I previously thought was the seat of the Main Office looked like.»

«I’m afraid I can’t quite picture it. All I can tell you is that this is the place where the Chronicles were founded, well before the Great Expansion, in the aftermath of the First Interplanetary War.»

«I confess I don’t know much about the cluster’s history.» Winnet recalled a few summaries through his cortical node. «But it looks like they saw some action back then…» he commented.

«The very first Provost arrived on Earth in GY 2428. The Chronicles had actually already been founded, after a fashion, but that was the first time they put down roots. Since then, we’ve written the history of the galaxy, in all its forms, and we never came short of our purpose.»

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
m
I IEREM SAGA

ci-fi noue/ég :,ba,wc[e 5&550/

£ s M,
\ \r =

3 \\ A ,‘ : )
; o & r v/»/ 5 éla,uié-a,xmcm 2]
i

BOOK FIVE
SPECKLES OF DUST

S I ———





