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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 Blue

 

Planet Earth, Solar System, Year 2634 of the Gregorian Calendar

 

They all seem to be in a hurry, though it’s not really clear why… they must know we won’t be heading out till everybody’s accounted for. I’ve also noticed there’s quite few of them: no more than five hundred passengers in total… I hoped there would be many more.

Assessment: they’re very old. Estimates say the ideal average age for an interstellar colonization trip rests between twenty-two and twenty-four standard Earth years, but half of these passengers are well over fifty.

Assessment: there aren’t enough children. About one-fourth of migrants should be children, possibly below the age of ten, but this trip will harbor only fourteen, plus eight teenagers. 

Assessment: there are too many men. At least 65% of migrants in breeding age should be women, but we are currently well under 40%.

They’re mostly families, of the heterogeneous type, and most of them seem set on ignoring all individuals outside their circle, as if they might be fearful of interaction. This is quite puzzling…

Estimate: at the present state, I deem the colony’s overall chances of survival to be low at best, the expected lifespan of the community not exceeding the first seventy years of its existence. This outcome could be avoided, given a strong baby boom within the first fifteen years, but that’s also the period when we’ll be facing the greatest adaptation difficulties, as well as the highest number of accidental deaths.

The passengers seem oblivious to the trials that await them however, behaving as though, just by setting foot on this vessel, their trip might already be over. This factor, above all others, eludes my comprehension.

Recommendations: the protection of the female population must be a priority, especially within the first twenty years following planetfall. A social-democratic imprint must also be implemented, allowing for the young colonial society to follow the path of equity of rights and treatment. I must be very careful to limit (better eliminate) any and all gender differences; I also believe that a certain degree of polygamy and promiscuity in the sphere of personal relationships should be strongly encouraged.

 

«Everett! Everett, get back here right now.» 

«Mama, who’s that blue man?»

«He’s the Captain, sweetheart.»

«He’s not the Captain, Margaret: these ships don’t have Captains. He’s just a fixer.»

«Why is he blue, Dad?»

«Because that’s how they make them, son. They’re a type of android that looks human, and they make them blue.»

«But why?»

«I don’t know.»

«Do you know, Mom?» 

«No sweety, I don’t. But we could go and ask him if you like.»

«Yes, yes, yes!»

«I don’t think that’s a good idea, Margaret.»

«Ah, come on Paul! We’re here, aren’t we? We’re traveling to another world like you always said we would. What’s wrong if Evvy has a little fun? He’s a kid: he’s curious.»

«I said it’s not a good idea.»

«Look Mom, he’s coming this way!» 

When the Blue stepped up to him, Paul Fortmann felt disgusted, and annoyed because that thing was walking up to him and making him feel disgusted.

It looked like a twenty-five-year-old young man, but its skin was gray (nearly white actually) with veins sticking out, thick and blue, both on its neck as well as on its smooth and bare forehead.

«Couldn’t you cover those… things? You’re scaring my son,» he grumbled.

The Blue made a slight head tilt, lowering its small and squared eyes to look at Everett. Its mouth was narrow, with thin lips. It smiled gently, then it looked back up to Paul. «Fortmann family?»

«Yes, that’s us!» Everett happily chirped.

«Let me do the talking, Everett. Look here now, we’d like to…»

«Hangar 12, row H, seats numbered 11, 12 and 14. Please proceed.»

«Hey, wait a minute! Why aren’t we together? Who’s sitting on number 13?»

«Honey, please…»

«Margaret, stop it. We can’t let them separate us!»

«But Dad, ships don’t have number 13. It’s bad luck.»

Paul tried to stare the Blue down, though it wasn’t easy keeping his eyes fixed on that face. There was one small blue vein, protruding right in the middle of its forehead, like a pimple; the skin all around it seemed dead. «Is this true?» he asked, trying his best to sound imposing.

«It’s true, dear sir,» the Blue confirmed. «Would you please head to your seats, now?»

«What’s your name?» Everett asked.

«Shh, Everett! The Captain asked us to go to our seats.»

«Margaret! This is not the Captain, I tell you. It’s just…»

«I am called Aaron, young passenger,» the Blue answered, interrupting Mr. Fortmann. «Aaron Quietsea, and as your Captain I insist you reach your stations, or we will be forced to delay our departure.» 

«See, Dad!? I told you he was the Captain!»

«Yes, sweety, you were right all along,» Margaret praised him, smiling at Captain Aaron with just a tinge of nervousness. «Now be a good boy and follow Dad. Come on!»

 

I find it strange it should be the men who are more disturbed by my appearance. Women tend to be curious, perhaps a little scared… but they never meet me with the disgust and disdain their male counterparts often use to hide their uneasiness and their fear. Women have once again proven to be the superior gender in the human race.

Normal people often call me “android”, though I’m actually quite human and my diversities are mere side-effects of the youth treatments I’ve undertaken: if little Everett had asked me “How old are you, Mr. Captain?”, my answer would have been “fifty-four”.

Officially, we are called Stellar Pathfinders, or World Seekers, but, for most people, we’re simply the Blue, mainly due to the color of our veins, which tend to stand out.

Our destination is a remote star called M46Y17, 27 parsecs from the Solar System (astronomically speaking). It can be reached with a “jump”, with an expected temporal latency of 74 Earth years, give or take a decade.

We are well stocked both on provisions and equipment, and they should last us throughout the first century of colonial development, provided they are well protected. However, my doubts and my estimates on the colony’s slim chances of survival, due to the flaws in the original human sampling, remain.

I’m just now realizing that I’m about to leave Earth, never to see it again, and that this gives me a sense of loss and loneliness. I’ve always been alone, ever since I began my training and education as a Pathfinder, but today… the feeling lingers.

Observation: I should fraternize with the colonists, at least on a superficial level. This should partially compensate for my lonely feelings.

Other observation: doing so might compromise my judgment, adding to the already long list of factors hindering our chances.

I find it curious that I’ve just said “our” chances and not “their” chances. I shall ponder this fact as we are heading to L1.

Now I should begin my calculations to linearize the subspace route.

 

Michael and Sung were sitting side by side, and they were holding hands.

Michael was from the North American continent, while Sung was Asian. They’d met when they were both working in the Pacific, in the submarine extractors, nearly twenty years before. They weren’t old, though they weren’t in their prime either, and all their efforts during the last two decades had been spent on finding passage for this trip, together.

«Are you nervous?» Michael asked, squeezing gently.

«A little bit,» Sung answered with a smile. «How long to L1?»

«Fourteen hours, if I’m not mistaken.»

«So we’ll be stuck here for a while…»

«Yup.»

Michael’s face was calm and relaxed, confident. He was the strong one, the one who always knew what to do and who pulled Sung back up when his strength, or his courage, failed him. For his part, Sung was a brilliant physicist, though sometimes he liked to pretend he didn’t know jack about anything.

«So… can you explain to me how this works?»

«How what works?»

«Why does the jump have to take place in this Lagrangian point thing? And why will it take us fourteen hours to get there?» Michael knew that Sung liked to talk about stuff he knew well. It always put him in a good mood.

«It’ll take fourteen hours because we’re still using propulsion,» his companion said. «We have to physically bring this chunk of steel and polymers to the Lagrangian point, following the laws of Newtonian physics. That means we have to push ourselves forward by expelling gas from our rear thrusters at high velocity. The speed we can reach through this rough method is limited, more so if you consider that, if we were to accelerate too much, we’d be squashed against our seats and die of asphyxiation.»

«So how does subspace travel work?»

«It rests in a totally different field of science, which begins with General Relativity and ends… actually, I wouldn’t even know how to describe where it ends, nor that I could. Roughly speaking, what you do is set a geodetic trajectory from the point of origin to the point of arrival, then you “linearize” it.»

«Meaning you make it into a line?»

«Exactly.»

«But shouldn’t it already be a line? I straight line, I mean.» 

«Yes, but in four dimensions.»

«And so it’s not really a straight line, right?» 

«It is, actually, just not in three-dimensional space. To linearize it means to transform that 4D geodetic into a Euclidean rect, excluding (or extruding) the temporal factor, which lingers in the equation in the form of temporal latency. The more the linearization calculus is complex, the higher the latency factor.» 

«So…»

«So the more complex the equation is, the more time will pass back here in the real Universe while we make the linear jump through subspace.»

Sung was definitely feeling better, so much he actually seemed excited. Michael could have listened to him talking for hours on end, without ever getting tired: his boyfriend was a blast, he just needed to be reminded of that from time to time.

«How’d it go back home? I never asked you,» Sung inquired after a moment of silence.

«Terribly, as expected. We were able to keep Aunt Maggie at bay long enough so I could say goodbye to everyone properly, but when I left well… it just felt like it wasn’t enough, like I should have said more. Or done more…» 

«That’s perfectly normal,» Sung said, caressing his shoulder. «You’ll never see them again. All you can do is stay strong in the fact that they know you will lead a better life, in a place far away.»

Michael laughed bitterly. «Seventy-four years of “temporal latency” … plus or minus an error of ten. Do you know what that means, Su? It will be an instant for me, but a lifetime for them. We’re here now, and so are they, just a bit further off. But soon we’ll close our eyes and when we reach the other side… they’ll all be gone.»

Sung hugged him tightly. «I know this is more difficult for you,» he told him. «But I love you and I promise you that we’ll make it. Together.»

«I know. I know…» Michael was straining not to sob. «Come on,» he said, just to distract himself, «tell me about this Lagrangian point.»

«It’s just a mathematical place,» sung whispered, still hugging, «that one point in Earth’s orbit which always stays exactly between our planet and the Sun.»

«And it never moves?»

«Never.»

«And why is it so important?»

«Because it makes for a much easier computation. Subspace equations have many complex variables, but in some points of space, they can be ignored. It’s like making a diagram out of a 90-degree Cartesian plane instead of just using random angles: both solutions are correct, but the first one is much more convenient.»

«I… think I get it.» 

«The new world will be great, you’ll see.»

«What color do you think it will be?»

«No idea… but I’d like it to be more purple.»

«I’d appreciate some yellow.»

They both laughed, while a computer’s flat voice instructed them to take their seats and begin jump preparations.

«Weren’t we still fourteen hours out?» Michael asked in surprise.

«Actually, it’s been four hours already, and it’s probably time we started our hypnotic cycle.» Sung took his hand. «I’ll see you on the other side.»

Michael smiled at that, wondering if he wasn’t becoming the sensitive one after all. «On the other side…» he agreed.

 

M46Y17 System (renamed M17), fifth planet, Year 2715 of the Gregorian Calendar

 

Landing procedures have been completed successfully.

The ship’s in good state and the external shielding responded well to the friction of our landing. Internal modules have arrived in perfect working condition and are ready to become the first buildings and structures of the new colony. Total death count is 37 passengers, 26 of them due to vascular embolism and 11 because they failed to wake up after hypnotic trance.

We emerged from subspace roughly 240,000 kilometers beyond the fifth’s planet Lagrangian point, very close to the 250,000-kilometer maximum acceptable error, but, and this was highly unfortunate, our error came in a direction which projected us right towards the planet’s main mass, thus forcing us to a very abrupt deceleration in order to avoid imminent impact with the atmosphere; I believe this to be the main cause of embolism-related deceases among the passengers. As for the 11 hypnotic-related deaths… they fall well within the pre-jump numerical estimates, which took into account both the passengers’ age and their lack of preparation for subspace travel; thus, these deaths are to be deemed acceptable. 

Atmospheric conditions upon arrival were good and remained stable throughout our first days on the planet. We’ve landed on the southern hemisphere, at roughly 13 degrees latitude and 500 meters of altitude. Seismic activity is low and gravity measures 1.078g, suggesting a higher density in the planet’s internal layers and possibly an increased metal content. Overall temperature seems adequate to the necessities of human life and random variations are within acceptable parameters, at least according to my very first readings; the air has an oxygen content, though it is below 13% and cannot support prolonged external exposure. It is my belief that, at least for the first fifty years of colonial development, life in the colony should be confined to pressurized environments.

Unfortunately, due to the unforeseen contingencies of our landing (which prevented us from performing any orbital scans), it’s impossible to make further assessments at this time. However, I believe our landing point to be adequate and our losses… not compromising. My initial perplexity on the colony’s capacity to grow in numbers still remains, but fortunately, of the 37 total deaths, only 14 were women and only 5 of them were of breeding age. This allows us at least some degree of optimism. 

Personal note: I really do hope I will be up to my task, and that any gods we have left behind, together with our dying planet, might still watch over us in this hour.

 

Lilli hesitantly made her way under the arched passage which brought an end to the connection tunnel, setting foot on the Clearing for the very first time. She had to use her hands to shade her eyes, finding M17’s star to be painfully bright. It was an alien sun – white and cold, though it still burned – and she was sure she’d never be able to feel any other way about it.

When she’d requested passage, back on Earth, they’d taken her in without nearly a question. She’d always heard tales of people who’d waited years, if not decades, to find a place on the departing ships, failing to pass even the most preliminary screenings or blocked by endless paperwork. Not Lilli. She was a woman of breeding age, so she only had to pass some shallow physical examinations and a short – and quite unintrusive – psychological evaluation before she was deemed passable for travel and assigned to one of the first available vessels. She’d brought no family and no friends along, not even her own companion, since none of them had been allowed to follow her. She was alone. 

She smiled happily when she saw Michael. He was waving a hand at her, and she hurried to join him.

«Well met!» he greeted her.

He was sitting on a recliner chair, looking at her. His companion, Sung, had his back turned and was busy correcting some imperceptible error in the balancing of his own seat.

«Hey, guys. I’m so happy to see you!» Lilli answered wholeheartedly.

She’d met the couple during the initial landing, but they’d been assigned to different Blocks and meeting up again had been difficult, especially within the first few weeks.

«Hey, Su. Look who’s here!»

«Hey there, Lilli…»

Lilli walked up to him. «Is everything all right, Su?»

They were both very nice, and making friends with them had been easy and natural.

«Oh, sure…» Sung answered, «I just can’t figure out why this thing’s feet are not all touching the ground.»

«I think they’re just fine,» Michael said, lying down with a satisfied expression. «Do you want one, Lilli?»

«Sure! But… where do these things come from? Did we bring them all the way from Earth?»

«Not in the least,» Sung told her proudly. «They are fiberglass molded shapes. I’ve reprogrammed one of the organic recyclers to be able to process the sand. I thought it was a good idea since we have a lot of it.»

«Sand?» Lilli inquired curiously.

«Yeah. If you process it properly, it becomes glass, and this sand has exactly the right properties. It only needs a minimal amount of plastic material to make for a solid and relatively flexible structure.» 

«You lost me there… you’re saying we can use sand to build things?»

«So long as the machinery is big enough to “print” them, yes. For example, we’re still not able to construct buildings.»

«And will we be?»

«I think so,» Sung said enthusiastically. «In a while, that is.»

«And how are you doing, dear?» Michael inquired, grabbing one of the chairs for her. «I’m enjoying my first relaxing moment in three days if you must know.» 

«I’m actually feeling a little useless,» Lilli confessed. She sat on the recliner, finding it to be exceptionally solid and, what was more important, as comfortable as it looked.

«The sheets are also made of fiberglass,» Sung informed her, after he’d finally decided to take a break, «and, just like for the solid parts, it only takes a minimal amount of synthetic resin added to the mix.»

Lilli had no clue what that meant, she’d never been one for engineering and physics, but she remembered plastic and resins were a resource to be preserved, though she couldn’t remember why… Maybe something about them having been brought all the way from Earth in little quantities?

«Why useless?» Michael was asking her in the meantime. «Weren’t you assigned a job?»

«No. I’m just undergoing daily medical examinations, and I’m on a strict diet. My Block is almost totally inhabited by women and we’re all in the same condition. I couldn’t wait to take a stroll outside.» She closed her eyes, trying to picture a sunny beach and the sweet sound of crashing waves in her ears. She’d been to one as a child, with her mother. «I would gladly do some work,» she confessed, «but I’m not allowed to.»

«That’s very strange,» Michael mused. «I thought mission parameters contained designations for everyone. They should have all been preset before departure.»

«Maybe they forgot about us,» Lilli joked, though she thought she knew all too well what it was all really about.

«Seems obvious to me,» Sung said, voicing out what she’d preferred to keep to herself. «Women in breeding age must be in prime condition to have children, so it would be dangerous to expose them to hard or dangerous labor.»

«Romantic as always, I see,» Michael scolded him. «May I remind you that we have a guest?»

«It’s all right,» Lilli reassured him. «Sung’s right, as usual. I had already thought about it myself.»

«And you’re ok with it?» Michael asked in surprise. 

«I don’t know, but I don’t really think I have a choice. There’s no going back now, right?»

«That’s for sure,» Sung agreed. Then, with some bitterness, he added: «Sorry, Lilli. I didn’t mean to…»

«It’s all right. You didn’t do anything wrong, Su. I like having someone around who keeps a clear head and can look at things objectively. Thank you.»

Sung smiled.

Lilli had to admit that the Clearing was a very good idea, though she didn’t know who’d come up with it. It was exactly in the middle of the colony and could easily be reached from every major Block. It was also the colony’s only existing recreational space. 

All in all, it was almost like being in open air, since the transparent dome let the white sun’s light and warmth inside without threatening them with its strong UV emissions. It was spacious and not paved, so their feet were actually resting on M17 V’s alien soil. They even had an artificial ventilation system going which could simulate a breeze, changing direction and intensity at random intervals.

«Have you met anyone else?» Lilli asked, thinking she might shut her eyes for a bit.

«A family with a little kid,» Michael answered in a sleepy voice. «The dude’s kinda rough, but we get along, and the mother’s very sweet. The boy’s always full of questions,» he added with a laugh.

«That’s nice,» Lilli said.

Yes, why not? She had her warm sun and her sweet breeze. It was high time she took a nice nap.

 

Day n.27 since planetfall.

The colonists seem to be responding well to the new environment. Their chores serve to keep their minds occupied, and the construction of a common recreational space is helping them to bond more quickly, just as I had hoped; it also serves as a necessary escape from the hardships of work and everyday life in the colony.

I am also pleased to report that some individuals, gifted with very specific technical talents, are helping us adapt to the new ecosystem in a way that far exceeds initial expectations.

Unfortunately, as had already become clear during the first few days of our stay, the landscape beyond the immediate borders of the colony has proven inadequate for open-air cultivation. This is due both to the atmosphere’s low oxygen content (which in turn means there’s very little CO2) and to a much too sandy and infertile terrain. Further scanning showed that conditions are more or less the same within the span of sixty miles from the compound, at least on the southern side, where the terrain is flat and hypothetically ideal. 

Issue: hydroponic and under-glass cultivation can perhaps sustain the current demographic state of the population, but it could definitely not withstand an increase in numbers.

First possible solution: expand our search radius and begin a more thorough mapping of the surrounding territory, hoping to find a fitting area for open-air cultivation, so we might begin experimenting with terrestrial seeds.

Second possible solution: force a demographic reduction of the colony, so we may have the time to improve our current cultivation techniques, enhancing their efficiency and boosting their yield.

I would strongly prefer to implement the first solution.

Personal note: my endeavor to fraternize with the colony and, in doing so, reduce my sense of solitude, is beginning to show results. However, it has also generated some unwanted side effects in the form of some colonists seeming to dislike that I excessively fraternize with others, all the while refusing or evading my attempts to communicate with them on the same level. These “jealous” colonists have started assembling in private, arbitrarily selected groups. Their activities are, as of today, still unclear.

First possible solution: cease every attempt to fraternize with the benevolent colonists in order to stop stimulating division and extremist behavior.

Second possible solution: act in contrast to the “isolationists” by increasing their workload and operating arbitrary housing relocation.

I must say I find the first solution to be quite distasteful in this case.

 

Bernard was swimming in his own sweat. The air filters had broken down again, and internal climate control had stalled, again. It was the fourth time in ten days.

He set his tools down and wiped his wet forehead with his arm, which was just as wet. Being an ape full of hair didn’t really help in those situations.

Before setting off, for some reason, he’d expected to come to a very cold place. He’d figured it was always cold in space, right? Instead, they’d landed in the middle of a fucking desert, which would have actually been quite cold if it wasn’t for that damn white sun. They’d told him it was so strong it overheated the walls of the compound, which in turn would pass that heat down on the inside. At times, while he was working, he felt like he couldn’t even breathe.

Barnard had always liked to work. He was one for dark thoughts, scary ones, and working helped him not to think at all. He’d lived like that for twenty-five years, back on Earth, until that stupid drunkard had pawned his one-way ticket to another planet, saying he’d give it to the guy who solved his favorite riddle. Poor fucker thought he’d make good money, instead he’d just been beaten senseless and robbed: that wasn’t the kind of deal you went offering around taverns in the slums of Cape Town. His documents had exchanged hands for weeks, until finally they’d somehow reached Bernard, trailed by at least seven dead bodies, and Bernard, since he wasn’t an idiot, had taken the ticket for himself and vanished. 

Since they’d arrived, he tried not to think about it. After all, who decided it was just some people who were allowed to leave Earth while others stayed behind? They said there weren’t enough ships for everybody, but it seemed to him they kept building more and more, they were just always packed and they forced you to buy your ticket years in advance. He knew some people who’d tried it, friends of his: in the end, they’d either lost every penny they had and failed, or ended up in jail when they tried to cheat. Bernard had been lucky, he knew it and he was damn grateful for it, he’d just hoped that, once he was off, he’d be able to do something else rather than work and work and work. Yet there he was. 

He was sure, and he wasn’t the only one who thought so, that working hours weren’t equally divided among the colonists, not even close. And there was another problem…

The Blue had given everybody their chores and arbitrarily selected their housings, and guess what: in Bernard’s Block, there wasn’t a single chick who was worth a second look. Some said the bastard had created his own personal harem, down in Block 2 where he’d sent practically all of the women. The only way to meet a young woman in that fucking colony was to go to the Clearing and hope to get lucky, and so far, Bernard hadn’t been lucky. 

Some were also saying, though not out loud, that the Blue had stashes of food and supplies he kept under lock, just for his own benefit.

Bernard didn’t know what to believe. He didn’t know jack about the Blues, except they were people (or maybe human robots) who knew how to pilot the big ships and were in charge of colonial missions. He’d seen this Aaron Quietsea (and by the way… what fucking kinda name was that?) only once, when he’d embarked, and, besides that one single time, he’d never been deemed worthy of attention. 

Suddenly, Bernard froze, his tool just hanging in his hand, forgotten. He was working one of the passage tunnels connecting the Blocks, and in that very moment, an enchanting creature walked by.

She wasn’t tall, just the way he liked them (though he was quite a big guy), and her long blond hair fell over her shoulders, partially hiding her face. Her slim body, gracious and sexy, was gliding in M17’s higher gravity while that cute little ass seemed to be crying: “Come and get me!”. How long had it been since he’d seen such a marvel? Back on Earth, it was common, just day-to-day business, but here… he’d never realized just how beautiful a woman’s body could be.

He put down the tool and followed her.

She took the passage for the Clearing, stepped in the “open air” (which wasn’t really open), and was met by two snooty dudes with whom she exchanged hugs and kisses. He thought he caught her name: Lilli.

Bernard stepped up, until those two finally noticed him and turned, staring. The girl turned as well.

She couldn’t be more than twenty-two years old, with a clean face, framed by strands of blonde, and a cute little nose. Her hips were fantastic.

«Hey there,» he said to her, «my name’s Bernard!»

She stared at him. At first, she seemed surprised, then she made a disgusted face and took two steps away, bumping into the taller dude who put his arms around her shoulders, like he wanted to protect her or something.

«Don’t worry, I don’t bite,» he tried to joke, raising his empty hands. When she made no answer, he added: «Don’t you wanna tell me your name?»

«Hey there, friend,» the tall dude interfered. «I’m…»

«I wasn’t talking to you, dick!»

That shut him up, and Bernard was happy with himself. «Listen honey,» he said, turning back to the girl, «I’m not here to steal from you or anything… I just wanted to know your name. We don’t get many cute little pickles like you down in our Block. Since I left Earth I still haven’t…»

«Why don’t you just leave us alone!» Lilli blurted out. «Me and my friends are getting along just fine on our own.»

Bernard stood silently for a while. He didn’t make a move to leave, or otherwise.

«Let’s move somewhere else, shall we?» tried the tall dude, pointedly not looking at Bernard. «Why don’t we try…»

«You just mind your own fucking business, dipshit!» Bernard threatened him, taking another step forward.

«Or what?» the girl screamed in return. «You’re just a stupid, smelling fatso. Why don’t you go…»

He slapped her without even realizing it. Not hard, just enough to make her roll over in the dust; give it a week or two and she wouldn’t even have a mark to show for it.

He was sorry, of course, and he probably would have avoided it if he hadn’t been so tired. But Bernard was tired. He was tired because he’d worked his ass off without a break for days on end, while that snooty chick and her friends enjoyed their holidays because they thought they were smarter than him. 

«Look here, you little bitch,» he blurted. «I just wanted to get to know you. I was polite, wasn’t I? So why can’t you just…»

He must have been hit hard on the head, very hard. He knew it because, suddenly, he was staggering and couldn’t find his bearings. His eyes saw the sand beneath his feet, but it was like looking through a red veil; he couldn’t feel pain and heard no sounds. Who had hit him? The second dude? Yeah, there he was. He was holding a sort of club, and he was looking at Bernard with a disdainful expression, while the other two were staring in shock.

Bernard finally managed to steady himself and face them – his head was bleeding, he thought – and they just stared back, bewildered. Then he felt a powerful shock, right at the base of his neck, and it all went dark.

 

Today, I was forced to quell my first aggression attempt, perpetrated by one of the colonists against harmless colleagues. The man, a worker, is now been treated in the Medical Block for severe head trauma, in addition to the cardiac and circulatory damage caused by my taser.

At this stage in the colony’s development, every able-bodied man is necessary to its survival, and I am terribly displeased to have lost one of them. I also believe this incident, as well as my actions, might have strong repercussions on the colonists’ morale and on their tendency to split into growingly extremist and belligerent factions. I find this second issue to be, by far, the most alarming.

I now see that my decision to protect and isolate the female part of the population was a mistake. It’s becoming obvious that the absence of this basic social factor is the main cause of the strong behavioral degeneration we are experiencing. Recent events are proof enough of this theory.

As of right now, I can see only one option: I must permit free circulation of all women of breeding age and hope that this action alone is enough to soothe the populace; I must also create a police force to help maintain public order as this process is being completed. This will deduct ample resources from the colony’s development, and environmental adaptation will be set back in ways I am still not able to calculate or predict. I strongly believe, however, that all alternatives would prove, in the long run, to be far worse.

I will recruit the new force out of the adult male population, being careful to choose only those I deem less likely to degenerate, possibly fathers and husbands.

…

A proposal has been brought to my attention: some wish me to include female personnel among the new public order enforcers.

Motivation: the necessity to grant women an active role in the colony’s development, thus promoting their emancipation and self-confidence.

After long reflection, I have deemed this proposal sufficiently wise to be accepted.

 

«The fucking Blue’s got his own private army now!» Big was saying.

He slammed his heavy fist on the table, finding it to be quite resistant. Back home, crushing tables had been a lot easier for him.

«He’s just digging his own grave,» Clavis answered him. He was sitting opposite to Big, with his legs crossed, and he was pointedly studying his nails.

There were five of them in total – plus any good comrades they’d seen fit to bring along – sitting around one of those new sand-made tables.

«I don’t see any graves here,» Big replied. As usual, he was unsettled by the other man’s glacial expression. «I just see a fucker who’s making a palace for himself, and strengthening it by the hour! If we don’t take him out soon, it’s over.»

«I told you, that’s not true,» Clavis assured him again. He’d stopped staring at his fingers and he’d leaned on the table, setting his cold eyes right on Big.

Calling Clavis skinny would have been a compliment, since the man was as thin as a bamboo pole. Everybody thought he had other people open doors for him, since they were probably too heavy, but he was also terribly smart, and cruel, so Big and the others respected him.

«Then let’s hear this grand masterplan, mister know-it-all!»

«Not a plan, just common sense,» said Clavis: «the Blue is following a pattern, you only need to be able to read it. He’s created a police force, pulling even more men from ordinary jobs, thus bringing our living standards to a minimum.»

«That’s because he doesn’t wanna make his “brainiacs” work the shit holes!» Travis DMB barked. He was another of the five and nobody had ever really understood what those three letters stood for.

«Of course not,» Clavis went on. «Without realizing it, he’s created an elite in our little society, an elite made of brats and snoots. Have you seen who he chose for his new police: they’re all guys who came here with women and children in tow.»

«And how does that help us?» Big asked, trying to show he was being patient, even if everybody knew he wasn’t. «Seems to me those shitters are getting all the food, all the women, and all the luxury, leaving us to fight for bones under the fucking table. Poor Bernard was taken to the Medical Block three weeks ago and never came out after one of those spineless fuckers broke his head with a damn glass club!» 

«I think it was a table leg, one of these…» Clavis pointed out. «And yes, I know your friend still hasn’t returned, and I’m sorry. But he had it coming.»

«What did you say?!»

«That he had it coming,» Calvis repeated without flinching. «Just like we all will if we decide to fight the Blue and his police now barehanded. If we were all primitives living in caves we’d have a shot, ‘cause we’re bigger and meaner. But they have guns, so it’s impossible. We have to be more subtle.»

«All right. Let’s hear it…» Big said, with an effort.

«Very well.» Clavis leaned on the table even more, with a dark light in his eyes, and the others came in close to listen. «The Blue thinks the “good” part of the colony is on his side, but what will they do when the oxygen generators break down again and no one will repair them? Or when ration deliveries to certain blocks will get “lost”? Who will be tasked with cleaning up the mess? Us? How can we take care of his fucking problems when we’re stretched so thin we can’t even keep up with ordinary chores?» 

«Easy,» said Wang-Shi, «he can make us. He orders, we obey.»

«And we will,» Clavis granted. «But then more stuff will break down and there will be new delays, again and again. When the Blue’s lackeys and damsels have had enough, they’ll start isolating him, doubting him… until he’s left completely alone.»

«And then…» Big hit the table again, this time making a big crack. «Boom! I like your plan, Clav. Did I ever tell you you’re a fucking genius?»

«I think so,» Clavis laughed.

«Great. So what do we need?»

«For starters,» Wang proposed, «we need a detailed plan.»

They went right to work.

 

They’re doing it on purpose.

Unfortunately, I can come to no other conclusion: the breakdowns are too frequent and get fixed too slowly to be natural.

I’m sure most colonists are totally unaware of what’s happening, just following instructions imparted by others, whom they trust in good faith. Unfortunately, this doesn’t help, and the options at my disposal have all but expired.

I’ve learned they call themselves the Good Comrades, and I think they still don’t suspect I’ve succeeded in infiltrating their organization. But how long will this last?

I’m not worried about the damage we might cause – damage can be repaired – and our latest recons have revealed a fertile and flat piece of land just a few miles to the north, on a highland where we might transfer part of the settlement and finally start working on open-air cultivation. This is good, since any eventual tampering with food supplies – though they are well-kept and this is a highly remote possibility – might not prove to be lethal to the colony.

On the other hand, there is a severe chance that the birth of these underground “resistances” might lead to violent and potentially lethal uprisings.

Assessment: the colony could perhaps sustain the loss of some more units, so long as they are all male and provided that a subsequent major chore redistribution is enforced; on the other hand, the slow attrition of our main systems and the gradual depletion of our supplies – together with the occasional outburst of violence – would surely bring to the premature death of this entire ecosystem.

All this considered, I see I have no choice: though it pains me to admit this failure (for it is surely my own failure), I must now forcibly and swiftly end the Good Comrades. 

I know the location of their next secret meeting and my police forces will be ready. If the Comrades oppose no resistance, there’s a chance they might not be eliminated.

 

Everett awoke to the shrieking and very annoying sound of a siren, that and the red blinking of lights he had never suspected might be there. He tried to shrink under the covers, but Mom’s firm hand touched his shoulder and shook him.

«Everett! Everett, wake up, we have to go. Now!»

«But I don’t want to!»

«Everett, get up! Margaret, if he doesn’t get up right now…»

«Calm down, dear. Please! Everett… that’s the general alarm, we have to move. Do you remember when I told you about the evacuation procedures?»

«Yes.»

«Good: ‘cause that’s exactly what’s happening. It’ll be like a game, trust me.»

«I don’t wanna play a game, I wanna sleep!»

«Everett, you do what your mother tells you damn it!»

«That’s enough, Paul! Hurry up with those provisions and gather the equipment if you wanna make yourself useful! Everett, dear… we have no choice: we’re in danger. Do you understand? Now be a good boy and get up. I won’t say it again.»

Everett wouldn’t have gotten up with a gun to his head, he was too tired and too scared. Best thing was to just shut his eyes and curl up under the covers, so he’d go to sleep again and, when he’d wake up, everything would be back to normal. But when Mom used that tone with him… well, it was better to do as she said, and quickly.

«There’s a good boy. Do you remember what to do?»

Everett remembered: Mom had made him learn it all by heart, and sometimes she’d even ask him to rehearse, saying it was like a game. It wasn’t very fun as games went actually, but what did moms know about games and fun?

He jumped off the bed and ran to the cabinet. He opened it with the combination he’d memorized and pulled out his emergency suit, together with the big oxygen pistol: in just a few minutes, he was dressed and ready, and not a moment too soon.

«Everett, are you ready?»

«Yes, Mom.»

«Ok. Take my hand and don’t let go. You got it?»

Everett nodded and did as he was told. He tried to act like he knew what he was doing, being all serious and checking on everything.

«Don’t worry, sweety, it’ll be all right,» Mom told him.

«I know, Mom.»

«Good boy.» Margaret leaned down to kiss his forehead. «Don’t let go of my hand.»

«Yeah, I got it.»

«Margaret, you ready?» Dad’s impatient voice called.

«We’re ready, Paul. Let’s go…»

Everett would remember little of what had happened afterward. His own memory would retain only vague images of the corridors of Block 4, the red blinking lights and Mom’s hand holding his own as they were following Dad. There were loud sounds, echoes, and thuds, and some screams, but they were too indistinct and distant, and he never caught the words.

At one point, Mom had told him to pull out his oxygen pistol and get ready, he’d obeyed. Then, suddenly, he’d been nearly hurled out into a new environment where the temperature was very low and there seemed to be no air; his head spun, and he thought he’d fallen. Yes, because Mom was looking at him from above, and, behind her, he could see the sky and the stars though he could barely hear any sounds. Mom had pressed the oxygen pistol’s mask on his face, yelling something he hadn’t heard, and then Everett could breathe again, though he still couldn’t move (or maybe he was just too afraid). 

He lay there, in the cold. Mom sometimes would get up and leave him alone, but she always came back to check that his pistol was working. Then, after a while, she hadn’t come back anymore, or maybe she had and it was Everett who’d fallen asleep again. His head felt light, and he was so cold… 

 

Lilli was sitting with her back to a wall, just outside one of Block 6’s many lodgings. Michael’s head was resting on her lap as he kept sobbing, hitting the hard floor with his bare hand. He was distraught and in shock.

Lilli felt devastated, frightened, and she would have loved to cry as well, but it wasn’t a good time for that now was it? Her job now was to be strong for her friend, the only one she had left (hell… maybe the only one she’d ever had). 

«I know it’s hard, Mike… I know that, believe me. I still can’t believe it all happened. I’m so sorry.»

It wasn’t the first time she said something like that, but it was just so she could hear the sound of her own voice. For some strange reason, it comforted her.

Michael sniffed, but he didn’t look up and he just kept crying, desperately. «We met when we were just teenagers,» he was saying. «We had the same dream: to get out! To reach a place, a new world. A new Earth. We just wanted to travel the stars and find a real home…» 

Lilli caressed his forehead and ruffled his short hair, staring straight in front of her, at the wall of the corridor. At least this way she could pretend nothing had ever happened.

The plan was to surprise and arrest the leaders of the Good Comrades: Big and those other four bastards. Lilli was the one who’d been able to infiltrate them and find out about their secret meeting.

On Captain Aaron’s orders, they’d made a blitz. The men and women from the newly formed CP (Colonial Police… and what a shitty name that actually was!) had stormed the little storage house, failed to apprehend the bastards immediately, and ended up fighting for their lives. Lilli had nearly panicked when Big had killed one of their own with a single punch and then tried to grab and strangle her. Clavis, the foul mind behind their group, had nearly escaped, though he’d been caught at the last second. 

In the end, the operation had been successful, but they had gravely underestimated the influence the Comrades had gained among the other colonists. Soon enough, a full-fledged rebellion was on their hands, made even worse by the fact that no one seemed to be able to tell the bad guys from the good ones, so they just ended up jumping at each other’s throats like rabid animals. At some point, the general alarm had gone off, but that had only added to the general commotion.

A group of Comrades had been able to reach Block 0, pry open the sealed doors, and take it out on poor Aaron, all the while screaming Kill the Blue! Kill the Blue!” like madmen. They’d soon been reached by a CP unit and the two groups had battled, shedding even more blood. 

Lilli had no idea how or why it had all ended. She figured people had just gotten tired, or exhausted, of killing; that or they’d simply run away to hide. In the end, she’d just been desperate to reach Michael. She’d been the one to tell him about Sung, though she hadn’t given him any of the gruesome details, nor told him who’d been the author of that awful act.

«What will we do now? What will we do?» Michael was asking, desperately. 

At that, Lilli surprised herself by saying: «We keep going, what else do you think we can do?» Since when had she become so brave? «All we have is ourselves now, right?»

Suddenly, she noticed they were no longer alone. «Hi there… what are you doing here?» 

The little boy was standing in front of her, and he wasn’t uttering a sound. His hair was dirty and his cheeks were red, he had been crying, and he was covered in sand from head to toe. He must have been among those who’d fled outside, in the open. It was a miracle he’d even survived.

Looking closely, she discovered she knew him. «Everett… is that you?»

He nodded, and Lilli felt relieved: at least he wasn’t catatonic.

Hearing that name, Michael looked up for the first time, and the three of them stared at each other. Then Everett literally threw himself in their arms, covering them in dust, and Lilli laughed, she laughed so hard her throat hurt.

«Ok» she said, among tears and sobs. «Ok… We’ll be a family from now on. All right?» Something was starting to burn inside of her, a fire, getting bigger and warmer, and it was telling her one thing: she wasn’t ready to die, and she wouldn’t lose anyone else she loved, not ever. «We’ll make it if we stick together. Don’t you worry!» She encouraged them, feeling sure and confident like never before. «Now… how about we find ourselves something to eat!» 

 


PART 2 – M17

 

M17 System, fifth planet, Year 2787 of the Gregorian Calendar

 

I’ve been here for hours, and I don’t think I’ll ever want to get out again.

Grandma Lilli is gone… I honestly thought she’d live forever. She’s the one who took care of me after my father died from a fever when I was just seven years old. Everybody tells me it happened often, back in the day; something about having migrated here from Earth when you were too young and didn’t have the right antibodies (my father was ten at the time, I think; Earth years, I mean).

Grandma Lilli and Grandpa Michael were my family for nearly as long as I can remember. I can’t recall if I actually ever saw my mother… she wasn’t around for very long.

It was normal, and it still is, here in Old Town: the ones from the Tower come down here now and then and take away what they want, even people. They have food, clean water, power, women… everything you could wish for. Here, we only get crumbs and dust.

I don’t even know why I’m bothering to write this stuff. This diary’s not even mine…

At least I think it’s a diary… more like a ship log, maybe? What I know is that it belonged to the ship’s pilot, the guy who brought Dad here many years ago; they called him Aaron, Aaron Quietsea, or just The Blue (I don’t know why and nobody ever told me).

When Grandpa Michael left us, five years back, I was very sad, I even cried. But I got over it: he was old and probably in pain, a lot more than he would show. But not Grandma Lilli, she… she was… I can’t believe it. I simply cannot believe it! 

It just happened, out of the blue. She went to bed, I did the same, and when I woke up and tried to shake her, she didn’t move. She was stiff, didn’t breathe… she was dead.

She was so beautiful… Even seeing her like that, full of wrinkles and worn, I never had trouble believing everyone used to court her.

I had made her a promise… I had told her that one day, we would leave this place for good.

Oh well, she probably thinks she’s just gone on ahead, scouting. She died in her sleep, like you’re supposed to ‘cause it’s the best way to go; you don’t suffer, they say. But I still wonder… would it have been different if I had told her? Would she have been able to hold out just a little bit longer?

I have to go. It’s late, and I have to get back to work: they’ll be waiting for me in fifteen minutes, and it’s a lot better to be there early. If you’re early and calm, no one ever wonders what the fuck you’ve been up to.

I’ll be back. Soon.

 

Ertica couldn’t wait for her shift to be over. They made her work hard, and a lot more than anyone else, though she usually didn’t mind. It wasn’t that she liked it or anything, she just didn’t have anything better to do…

They called her the Limp. Not because she limped, really, but because there was something wrong with her head; it was a joke, of sorts.

Many asked her if she’d been beaten as a child, but she didn’t remember, neither being beaten nor being a child. All she remembered was working in the Laundry Block, always a lot and always on the same chores. There was no other way she could make herself useful, they said, and she was so ugly that raiders from the Tower always ignored her. This didn’t upset her though, all things considered.

Ertica was very good at listening, and remembering. She remembered everything she saw or heard, perfectly, and she could make long quotes from things she didn’t know she’d ever heard of or learned. Actually, she didn’t even know what that stuff meant; it was her secret, and she’d never told anybody.

It was a lot more fun that way: if others didn’t know she could understand them and remember what they said, then they would do and say anything in her presence, and she would memorize it all. Hell of a prank that was! 

The “incident” had occurred the day before. She was carrying a load of laundry to Block 16, the one where they did systems maintenance, and she’d crossed paths with a guy she knew. He was in a big hurry and, not noticing her, he’d bumped right into her, nearly toppling her precious cargo.

«Why are you running?» she’d asked him, happy she finally got to chat with someone.

He’d seemed scared, of all things. «Who? Me?»

«Ah… yes. Are you afraid?» She’d tried asking.

«What? What the… hey, aren’t you that girl from the Laundry Block?»

«Yeah, it’s me.»

«And why should I be afraid of you?» 

«I don’t know. Do you?»

«What?? Ok, look… I have to go. Are you ok?»

«Sure. Are you?»

«Yeah. Yeah, I’m ok. Thanks. See ya!»

And he’d run off.

Ertica had gloated for a whole day: she’d never spoken to anyone for such a long time before. Usually, people just gave her chores or told her to move out of the way, or they didn’t tell her anything at all, not even when she was the first one to speak. But with this guy, she’d had an exceptionally long conversation.

She didn’t know his name, but she knew his grandparents: they were called Lilli and Michael, and they lived in Block 7, though Grandpa Michael had been gone for a while now.

She’d decided that she’d go say hi to him as soon as she finished working, so they could talk some more. But, since then, she’d just worked, worked, and worked. Maybe she’d also slept a bit, but not so much…

Finally, her shift was over, and not a moment too soon. She folded her last garment, dashed outside heading straight for Block 7, and bumped right into someone again, on the first corner she turned. This time, she hit her nose pretty hard.

«What the f…  oh, it’s you. Where are you going? Isn’t your block the other way?»

It was him. Ertica, for some strange reason she couldn’t fathom, was paralyzed.

«Well, see ya,» he said. «Watch where you’re going, ok?»

And he was gone.

Ertica was so disappointed she couldn’t move for several minutes: that encounter hadn’t been at all what she’d expected. She thought she might just get back to work, but then she felt the urge to try again, so she followed him.

It wasn’t hard: she knew where he made his shifts and the way was easy enough, except… he was nowhere to be found. Puzzled, she retraced her steps, until she found herself in that very same corridor where they’d met the day before, realizing that – on that occasion – he’d been coming from a totally different direction: both from his home and his workplace. 

It was a mystery, and she liked mysteries, so she decided to look for clues, and she was excited to find some wet footprints, leading her in a precise direction; she followed them. After a while, she realized she was lost: the area she was in was completely new to her.

Abruptly, she got very scared and turned to go back… and she found him standing right behind her, staring at her with his arms crossed and a very upset expression.

«Hey, are you following me?» He demanded, in the silence of the empty block.

Ertica didn’t answer him, because she couldn’t speak, just like a few minutes ago.

«Answer me, please.»

Ertica tried, but her tongue wouldn’t have it. She was paralyzed.

Eventually, he stopped staring her down and looked around, like he was expecting someone.

«Who… who are you looking for?» she asked.

He seemed surprised. «Who am I…? I’m not looking for anybody, damn it! Hey, are you alone?»

«Yes.»

«And can you please tell me why you were stalking me?»

«I wanted to talk.»

«What…?» He was surprised now, very surprised. «And what about?» 

That caught her off guard. «I… I don’t know really. Whatever you wanna talk about.» 

His expression had changed. It was weird, and she couldn’t make heads or tails of it; it was kind of unsettling. Usually, people looked at her just to give her orders or to ask her where she’d put things (actually, they usually kept looking some other way altogether), but this guy almost never averted his gaze, seeming to be both upset and puzzled at the same time. 

«Tell me the truth,» he urged. «Were you following me yesterday?»

«No… you’re the one who bumped into me, remember?» She thought she remembered that pretty well.

«Really?»

She couldn’t find a proper answer to that.

«Ok, I’m sorry… that was really too much,» he suddenly said, dropping his menacing mood and scratching his head. «These last few days haven’t been easy for me.»

Ertica wasn’t sure he was even talking to her anymore, so she turned to look if someone else was present.

«I’m talking to you, dummy,» he confirmed with a laugh. 

Ertica was left speechless. It was the first time someone had apologized to her, and then even tried to laugh with her (with her, not about her). 

«Do you have a family, someone to take care of you?»

Ertica just shrugged at that. She didn’t need a family, she had her job, and you didn’t need anyone else to sleep.

«Well, I guess we’re on the same boat then. My grandmother Lilli is dead, so now I’m alone too.»

Ertica was very sad to hear the news, but she didn’t know how to tell him that.

«All I have left is in here,» he went on, tapping the block’s wall with his hand. It was a strange wall, to say the least. Looking closely, it actually looked like some strange door, one of those sealing ones which were very hard to open once you’d decided to close them up. «Do you wanna see it?» he proposed. «I figured out how to open it when I was a kid, and I never told anybody. But you have to promise me you’ll keep the secret. Deal?»

Ertica nodded excitedly.

«Good,» he said again. «Remember… I’m trusting you with something very important here. Come on!» 

 

The door (it actually was a door) worked through a complex system of coordinated movements, and he looked around several times before he set to open it. 

«When I was a kid, I used to come here to play all the time,» he told her. «I remember climbing up here ‘cause it was fun: I think I was trying to reach the ceiling. One day though, one of my usual handholds moved, and as I fell I moved another one, and then I grabbed a third one so I wouldn’t kill myself. Truth be told, I really don’t know how I did it, but I was able to find the right combination. Just like that.»

Ertica simply stared at him, rapt and only vaguely aware of what he was telling her. It was the first time someone had ever told her a story, not to mention share a secret with her. She was incredibly excited.

«I didn’t know what I’d find on the other side,» he went on. «Actually, I didn’t even know there was another side, and I’d never told anyone I used to come here. You can imagine how baffled I was when I found out there was a whole other room behind this door…» 

Ertica followed him inside. It was dark at first, but soon the room brightened at the glow of a thousand little colorful lights. They looked like buttons, and they were concentrated in a wide half circle, behind which stood a very stylish armchair. Above the circle of buttons were monitors, plenty of them, and they’d all turned on simultaneously. They were the reason why the room was so bright now. 

«Maybe we should switch on the lights,» he suggested.

And suddenly, the whole ambient was flooded with a warm, yellow light.

The room was spacious, and round-shaped. It had a sort of secondary alcove on one side, with a bed, and a contraption that looked a whole lot like a working food synthesizer. Ertica still remembered the one in Block 5, before raiders from the Tower came and took it away.

«I’ve been coming here for many years now… I guess you could say this is my real home. Do you like it?»

Ertica nodded excitedly. She hopped around the room at least three times before she decided to drop on that magnificent bed, finding it to be very soft and exceptionally wide. «Thank you,» she said, nearly crying.

«For what?»

«For being my friend.»

She didn’t see the smile on his face at her remark, or the solitary tear in his eye as he turned to the command console and started pressing some buttons.

«What are you up to?» she asked after a while, getting to her feet and tiptoeing up to him.

«It took me a while, but I’ve discovered how this thing works, more or less,» he explained. «See? This shows how much power we have – there are some solar collectors up on top nobody knows about – and this is the systems’ diagnostics tool. Over here, you can even see some sections from the other Blocks. I think there are hidden cameras all over, but I could never find them all.»

Ertica hadn’t understood a word, but she was very curious about it all anyway. «What’s this for?» she asked, pressing a button with symbols she thought she recognized.

«Hey, wait a…»

Abruptly, all monitors started showing some very complex diagrams. They were overlapping to what seemed like the overview of a star system.

«Be careful,» he warned her, «I don’t really know what all these commands do and I don’t want any accidents.»

But she didn’t listen to him, because she was totally rapt by what she saw.

«They look like coordinates,» he commented, while she worked with some other buttons, which were now showing different symbols than before. «I think this is navigation mode, but I’ve never figured out how to use it. My hypothesis is that this might be the original ship’s command bridge, the one which brought our grandparents here from Earth, but… hey, what are you doing?»

Ertica couldn’t even hear him as her hands dashed feverishly on the glowing console. Her brain knew what it was doing, she was sure of it like never before, though it apparently saw no reason to share that knowledge with her.

«Look, I really don’t think we should…»

Ertica stopped abruptly, surprised and gasping, happy, though for a reason she couldn’t really fathom. Then a metallic voice made them both jump.

Point of origin acquired. Trajectory tensors undergoing temporal verification, please input the static temporal coordinate.

«What did you do?» he asked in awe.

He tried a few buttons, but the same voice simply repeated: Please input the static temporal coordinate. 

«I… I think you just reactivated the starmap, and I don’t have the slightest idea how you did it. I’d never even gotten close.»

Ertica shrugged. «It was fun.»

«I’m sure…»

 

It’s a new life. Or maybe it’s the same one, I’m not sure. What I know for sure is that I thought it was all over, that I had nothing more to look to. I was wrong.

Ertica is weird, and she’s probably missing out on some basic brain activity – whatever makes a person “normal”, I guess – but being with her can soothe my pain in a way I never expected. When we’re together, I stop thinking about Grandma Lilli, and I don’t brood over my situation or my solitude. I don’t know what came over me when I decided to show her Captain Aaron’s cabin. It was my greatest secret, and I’d never shared it with anybody, not even my grandparents; but I’m happy I shared it with Ertica, very happy. 

It’s beautiful, the way her eyes seem to shine when she’s working on the starmap. She has some extraordinary skills, incredible even, though I’m not actually sure she knows what she’s doing. I’d like to know more about her, about her past, but she said she doesn’t remember ever growing up, or being a child. Something must have happened to her, an accident maybe. I’m always tempted to ask around, but I’m afraid I’d draw too much attention to her, to us. I don’t wanna risk anyone finding out what we’re doing, what we’re achieving through her unique abilities.

I must confess, I really didn’t think it was possible. Even when I hoped Grandma Lilli would last a bit longer, I didn’t really think I could get us out of here and now… now I know for sure that I would have failed. I had no idea how to use the starmap, or that those diagrams even existed. But with Ertica’s help, maybe…

We only need to find that damn static temporal coordinate! We have to tell the ship’s computer how long it’s been since we left Earth, but I’m afraid there’s no way to know that, here in Old Town. At the Tower maybe… they’ve got anything there, or so people say. Maybe they even have one of those old atomic clocks Grandpa Michael always talked about. Yes, I’m sure they have one. We only need to get there and take it. 

Yeah… right… too bad the Tower is a steel fortress and you can only get in if the ones inside decide to let you, and that’s only provided you have a pressure suit, so you can get there without suffocating. They say it’s more than a hundred miles away, but I think they’re exaggerating. 
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BOOK FOUR
DIARY OF AN IMMORTAL





