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			This book is dedicated to all those who believe in themselves. To those who strive for the new. To those who live without fear. To those who stir with enthusiasm. To the daring. To the free.

		

	
		




			Look beyond that place where your being sleeps,

			where the grass shakes in the maze

			of the never-ending prairie so foreign,

			venture over to your own cliff

			and become master of the pastless new,

			be a winged horse even if there are none,

			and thus, make a plain of your abyss

			and soar high with a new vision,

			over the immeasurable source of life.

		

	
		
			FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS TO COME

			We skidded down the road in Dad’s old car like a marble gliding quickly and fluidly across a freshly waxed tile floor.

			We had barely started the long journey that would show us the beginning and end of every color under the sun.

			I’d cherished millions of identical moments to this in my memory, with the same smells and conversations. Dad’s eyes watched over us all through the rear-view mirror. There was the same radio that was always on in the background, allowing us to drift through a comfortable family energy. Mom was riding in the front with her towering curly hair dangling softly in place without touching the top of the bluish dress she wore that afternoon. Every now and then, she would turn to little Lucas and Sara and smile as if that one exact moment was the only thing in the entire universe... and it lasted forever.

			I, being the eldest child, had a special vantage point from my usual seat on the left side of the car.

			I wrapped Sara up so that she wouldn’t get cold. Her eyes were closed and she looked like she was asleep, immersed in some dream with the distinctive, almost fluttering, sound of the wind and the road in the background. 

			I felt the breeze on my face like a cold drizzle. I felt more alive than ever. I savored that fleeting moment like the first time I ate fruit bursting with succulent juices on a scorching hot day. Those unforgettable summer siestas, lying on the beach, listening to the sound of the waves tumbling over themselves, waiting until sunset for the scent of the warm sand stuck to our bodies to waft away.

			I can distinctly remember a tender time before Sara was born. I used to play endlessly in the pool with little Lucas while the grown-ups relaxed after lunch. We tried not to make any noise, but if we happened to shout accidently or if something fell to the ground, we would dash off at full speed through the vast open fields until we could leap over the fence and onto the asphalt road, where the rules no longer applied.

			On Sunday afternoons, Dad would try to start a fire to cook with while Mom would chop and dress the salads. Before long we would be called to eat and would hop out of the pool, arriving at the table sopping wet. They would place a dry towel over our shoulders so that we wouldn’t get cold.

			



			I decided to break the silence in the car.

			“Can you turn the radio on? I want to know what’s going on out there. It feels like something’s wrong.” 

			Dad loosened his grip on the steering wheel for a few moments.

			“We’ve already talked about this, son. It’s best for us to just drive and not look back. No matter what happens here.” The streets were completely deserted.

			Dad looked in the rearview mirror and saw that Lucas and Sara were still sound asleep. I think deep down they knew more than we did about what was going on and they had gone to sleep early to rest and be prepared. Like a dog before a raging storm, hiding under the table with its tail between its legs, anticipating thunder and lightning.

			“We ought to know what’s going to happen to this planet, come what may,” said Mom, bringing her hand to the radio. She pressed a button and turned up the volume. 

			The sound of static. 

			Dad pressed down on the accelerator.

			



			We had been shown the escape route through the restricted roads. These routes were off-limits but given the circumstances there wouldn’t be anyone there to stop us.

			The world was coming to an end. At least what we knew as the world.

			Mom searched from station to station until we could hear something, a few broken words. The three of us stayed silent and listened to a man’s voice coming from the car speakers. I recall the sound of my beads of sweat shattering on the floor. I wiped my brow.

			Nature had utterly devastated the European continent. It had been engulfed in fireballs and colossal explosions that ravaged entire cities in much the same way that a lawn mower diligently levels the grass of an entire park. People took refuge and fled in all directions, but there was nowhere left unscathed. An unprecedented tsunami in Africa had swept away the lives of the women and children, of the brave, valiant men. Everything drowned beneath the unfathomable ocean.

			The man frantically bellowed his trembling report through the terrestrial antennas, through the warm air, and finally, almost as quickly as the snap of one’s fingers, through the circuitry of the radio set to be firmly relayed through the cars speakers. Another murderous meteor shower drew near.

			The man on the radio continued. His voice described a phenomenal yet grim incident that had occurred in the paradise islands of Hawaii in the last few hours. An asteroid shower bound for Japan illuminated the night sky and drowned out the stars. The skies ignited with fire and blazed in a literal sense. The flames roared as tremors made their terrible presence known along with the heat and the burning of the wind whipping past stone bodies, catapulting them through the air of the archipelago in an almost magical way. Finally, as the sun set and the crowds gathered on the shores and danced farewell to the sun, to the sun and to life, an impossibly large asteroid crashed into the ocean, entirely submerging the group of islands and killing its entire population, leaving them with the memory of a gigantic wave enveloping everything with its sheer height, approaching, screaming as it swept.

			Finally, the voice, now hypnotic, recommended taking the forbidden routes and escaping to the center of the Earth.

			Mom and Dad felt safe for the moment. There was still a long way to go, but they had made sure they had enough fuel to cover the necessary distance. 

			We still had a few miles to go until saying goodbye to the sands and the water, the endless fruits and colors that this planet had to offer, to those most fascinating aromas. We would lose it all in a matter of minutes.

			Little Sara had lived the least out of all of us. Lucas was almost ten, but we had experienced so many adventures together that it was as if he were an easygoing old man. He had been a happy child who had already enjoyed a wealth of experiences. Mom and Dad were the ones who had spent the most time on the surface. They had grown up in a world threatened by natural disasters and cataclysms that unexpectedly and indiscriminately lurked night and day.

			Sara woke up.

			“Are we there yet?” she asked.

			Mom looked back and replied.

			“I didn’t know you were awake, sweetie.”

			“Lucas, wake up!” Sara whined, a crankiness creeping into her voice.

			Sara’s voice and fidgeting made Lucas wake up. 

			“Where are we, Mom?” asked Sara while opening her eyes.

			“We’ll stop to say goodbye soon,” she said in her most clinical of tones.

			“Say goodbye?” Sara replied hesitantly.

			Dad snapped the mystery clinging to the air inside the vehicle.

			“We’re going to the center of the Earth. And we won’t be coming up again. This will be the last time we will see or hear anything from the surface.”

			My siblings looked to me for solace, some sort of explanation that could make sense of what was happening. But I didn’t know how to look at them.

			



			We reached a dark tunnel. Dad stopped the car and we got out to take in our final fresh air. There was a large sign identifying the start of the descent. Another much larger sign issued a warning about the temperature and how it increased as the road went deeper.

			The five of us huddled together as if we were in a postcard and looked at the Sun for the last time. I looked back on the infinite times it had shone for me, assuming that it would always be there. I never thought that I would have to say goodbye, that it would come to this. Almost in slow motion, I can still see it hiding away on those afternoons of solitude curled up with one of my books.

			What happened next was something truly fitting for this spontaneous world. I saw Dad caress the moment with his fingers, trying to hold onto the feeling for eternity. I saw him embracing this planet like never before, thanking it, not expecting anything in return. I saw him reach out to the earth and the sky in a single action, to above and below. 

			I suppose he must have thought of those Fridays playing ball with his friends, his high school girlfriend, the house in which he’d been raised, and who knows what else a man of some fifty years carries within him.

			How can one ever say goodbye to something as magnificent as this planet? The seas and the mountains, the mornings and the nights, the powerful storms, the animals and the insects. Everything would be lost sooner or later. Maybe not the powerful storms.

			I looked at the clouds and relished them with bitter pleasure, like I never had before. They were truly beautiful, products of foam rubber spray paint, brushstrokes by some painter god, a lover and enthusiast of megalithic masterpieces.

			Mom knelt down in the grass. Her hands were open, and she caressed the lush greenery in a childlike way. She laid back in the limbo of her earthly fantasies and played, rolling around on the hill, needing to forget everything she had wanted in this life, to renounce a fairytale future. She then made her way over to a hammock that lay rusted a few meters away and swayed there for a good while. 

			Sara and Lucas had not paid as much attention to the call to say goodbye and ran in circles around the place, without understanding the reality, without understanding that movies were the only way they would feel alive again.

			“Well now, I think it’s time we went.”

			Dad wiped the tears from his eyes and finally left.

			Mom approached and said, with such a peculiar voice, a tone that I never heard again:

			“Yes, let’s go once and for all.”

			



			The sky and the trees looked calm, but at any moment the worst of the catastrophe would hit us.

			“We can’t stay a second longer,” said Dad diminutively.

			“Go, go! Quickly now,” added Mom, forever looking after us.

			We got into the car.

			“I think we should listen to the radio one last time,” I suggested without thinking.

			Dad turned the radio on. The man continued talking, revealing what had happened on each continent. Half of America would be gone in a matter of seconds. A great final meteorite would make impact, blowing half the hemisphere to smithereens.

			We couldn’t hear the voice on the radio anymore. Just static.

			In the distance we heard a sound like a million peals of thunder. 

			As we made our way to the tunnel a few meters away, we saw disaster approaching through the windshield. I thought I saw a flock of white lights fly towards the skies like seraphim.

			The second we entered the path of darkness, I noticed that there were no trees, no breeze, no birds, no sparkles, no flashes, no sounds from outside.

			As would be the case for thousands of years to come.

		

	
		
			PERFECT CIRCUIT

			


			


			The ever-dangerous electric rock formations had led us off course and every single jolt, no matter how small, threatened to bring us down and blow us to smithereens.

			Captain Jones gave us something of a look of confidence as he tried to steady the ship.

			“Damn it, Hollis. How did we end up right in the belly of the storm?” barked Dr. Herbert.

			The ship jerked up and down as it slipped off at full speed through an uncharted corner of our galaxy.

			“Eddie, check the route Lieutenant Hollis is plotting on the control computer. Tell me exactly how long it’d take to reach the designated point,” said Jones, struggling relentlessly against the rocks.

			I admired our captain. He piloted the metallic ship without letting any fear of death get in his way. 

			I looked at the map the lieutenant was poring over on Control Screen Three. Amid so much pressure and panic, red lights flashing on and off, screeching alarms and abrupt maneuvers, the Lieutenant’s eternal smile never ceased to amaze me.

			“Thanks, Hollis,” I said to her as she gave me a honeyed look in return.

			The celestial fairy chimney from which we were trying to escape had grown deadly after billions of years orbiting among the constellations and black holes. The same rocks that struck the ship, making us all feel as delicate as a red thread, had been to thousands of places and had traversed the most incredible corners of the cosmos. In this last way, they were rather a lot like us, the members of the “Explorer V”.

			“We’ll be out of danger in seven or eight minutes,” I replied after assessing the map.

			“What about the fuel?” asked the doctor, gripping his seat tightly to make sure he wasn’t catapulted out of it.

			“We wouldn’t burn a significant amount of fuel. I think you should make the decision, Captain, if I may,” I suggested to Jones.

			“I agree, Eddie. Let’s get out of this damn storm and in a few hours, we’ll celebrate with the best drink I’ve got.”

			“Hallelujah!” exclaimed Dr. Herbert.

			“Hallelujah!” exclaimed Lieutenant Hollis.

			



			We managed to reduce our speed and altitude, in spite of the physical conditions, while also successfully avoiding the oncoming deluge of electro stones. As I gave them the message that we had stability, all three sighed with deep relief.

			It looked clear up ahead for the next few days.

			



			The four previous missions had been complete failures in the hands of the explorers who had attempted the feat.

			My indicators showed the level of danger to be high. We had to get as close to the Sun as possible, place the device on the specified trajectory and get out of there before the ship crumpled and its metal burned away like sheets of paper thrown into a furnace.

			Death and failure in the attempt to do so were well within the realm of possibility. Just one bad maneuver had burnt the previous cosmonauts to a crisp. 

			Get too close to the Sun and its very brilliance can become so captivating that its being takes hold of you; you lose yourself within it. You’re space dust by the time you can even think about getting away.

			



			Our captain was born in a small town and had grown up with his mother and three siblings. His father had been one of the first space cartographers. The ship that took them on the last expedition had disappeared with all three crew members on board. They were never heard from again. Jones was just a boy when the men in suits showed up to give the incomprehensible news. They’d had to make a detour and some ship malfunction had forced them to linger in a large black hole. The experts back then believed they could have been hurled back into a long-forgotten past or towards an unthinkable future, centuries away.

			On one occasion, we sat down for a drink together and he told me this story. We sipped on an aged whisky that he’d brought on board with his belongings and that he had decided, in an act of generosity, to share with me. How ironic.

			He had also packed more than two hundred books. I’d sneak into his quarters to pick one of them up, forget how far away we are and get a little closer to the stories of earth. My favorites are the ones by Jules Verne, although I must admit they’re the only ones I’ve read so far. In the eight years that we had traveled through space, it was only in his very finest, most extraordinary novels that I had felt the rush of blood in my veins.

			



			Onboard, we also had the extensive experience of Dr. Herbert, the ship’s programmer and my best friend.

			In the months before takeoff, the doctor had shown me all the circuits, applications and operating systems that I needed to be aware of. 

			We play chess on the calmer days of the voyage, keeping track of the matches we’ve played on a chalkboard. We had to hide the pieces and board when embarking; they were not allowed on ship as they were made of walnut wood, a highly flammable material.

			“They’ll never find out,” Dr. Herbert had said before boarding. “And if they do, so what? They’re not going to call off the mission for a couple of pieces from a board game,” he said with a chuckle.

			Lastly, Lieutenant Hollis, the light of my eyes, joined us pleasantly in the metallic transporter. She was the spiritual one of the group. The softest and most caring voice.

			She was the only one who could calm us when tempers ran high, the one who wrapped us in a shroud of peace when we missed our homes and wished we could go back to our brick houses and asphalt streets, to the babbling of a complex society.

			On day, about four years ago, the captain, whose gaze had always remained unchanged and towards the path ahead, crumpled and, like a child shivering in the rain, he broke down.

			“I miss the summer,” Jones had said. “The sea and the voices of my children playing in the waves.”

			“I miss the wind and the rain. Oh, what I’d give to be in a thunderstorm,” added Herbert, eyes brimming with memories of Earth that had fallen away.

			Their words were swept away by the silence and isolation of a large ship. 

			“You could forget that rain even exists up here,” I mused, thinking aloud.

			“It’s as if we’re stuck in a capsule in a distant dimension with no means of escape,” Herbert noted. “This truly is a mad ship.” 

			“I can hear the sound of the storm, the rumbling of thunder and crash of lightning,” added Hollis, carrying on with the game of make-believe.

			The captain looked to the side in recollection.

			“I would give anything to find myself out on the patio by my home, soaked through, shaken by the gusts of some storm, and to then walk in with a chill and have a warm shower as I look out at the wild and windswept scene from my small bathroom window. I miss the sun coming up afterwards, and that first birdsong that tells us we can come out now, that the mayhem is over.”

			The four of us stayed in silence for a few minutes, imagining our world from the silence of space.

			That night the lieutenant put an end to the misery by getting out her classical guitar. She sang songs from the past she had heard on her grandfather’s old records. 

			We turned off the ship’s lights. 

			We opened the retractable metal roof, revealing a glimpse of the glass that surrounded the upper deck of the ship, giving us a dazzling view that led out to asteroid trails and fiery beacons of the entire universe. I swear that during those moments I felt truly alive, utterly amazed by the power of the darkness and endlessness that conceals the universe. Hollis played the instrument with her soft hands and sang, enchanting us with her sweet voice. I saw the captain look out at the stars with the eyes of an artist.

			We lay down with our eyes glued to the panoramic view. I saw the true blackness of the space around me, those greys it hides and all its blushed and yellow-tinged eccentricities. The ship was at a complete standstill, not making even the slightest sound or movement. We could see a group of small asteroids and shooting stars passing by, far away in the distance.

			



			We were getting closer and closer to the sun. We were just days away from the moment we had been waiting for. We had been preparing ourselves since that rough takeoff. I can recall the endless countdown. The engines roared, and explosions thrust the four of us towards a universal truth. Back then we didn’t look into each other’s eyes like we do now.

			I looked out of the window and saw the seas and mountains, the oceans and lights shining in some city on the other side of the planet, still under the dark veil of the night.

			I felt like I was leaving everything behind on that planet. That was the place where I belonged.

			I had hidden a small wooden box where I had buried all my memories; a list of the highlights of my life. I hid it so that I could never forget them. I wanted to go back after a decade of traveling around the galaxy, find that box out somewhere, open it, and get to relive those experiences. I thought that there was no doubt that the years would have turned me into a different person. I tried to imagine what it would be like to open that box so many years into the future.

			There was something in the passage of time, in the passage of the years... something that made me suspicious of myself.

			



			The day we imagined for the last ninety months has come. The warmth expressed itself in an unprecedented way. 

			I’ve been near violent flames and engines roaring with fire, but there’s nothing compared to the Sun. Although it was still thousands of miles away, its light penetrated our eyes and souls.

			We guided the ship to the solar device placement point. We only had a few minutes to complete the mission. 

			One of the indicators in my section signaled that a wave of intense flares was approaching in our direction.

			“Captain, we have to get out of this damn furnace as soon as possible,” I said, looking at the data on my computer.

			“The ship won’t take it!” shouted Dr. Herbert.

			The fear was absolute. I had never imagined that heat could be so violent and oppressive. 

			The ship seemed unable to withstand much more. Its extremities began to buckle, slowly yet swiftly, progressing at the same speed as the ruthless descent of lava from a volcano.

			“Eddie, what’s the status of the temperature readings?” asked the captain.

			“Excessively above level, Captain. We are losing the resistance shields. We have to get out of here straightaway,” I said disbelievingly.

			“Hollis, shut down second and third row engines. Herbert, activate the emergency tracking. We don’t want them to think we’ve got lost if we don’t make it out of here,” said the captain confidently.

			“Yes, Captain. Right away,” called Herbert from his chair.

			“Hollis, your turn. Ignite the first and fourth row engines. Get us out of here,” Jones ordered. But before he could finish talking, he felt a nearby surge of heat.

			A small shower of magma hailstones shook the rocket and pierced one of the main engines, causing it to explode, plunging us towards the innermost depths of our Sun.

			Fire smothered us as electricity smothers human skin and strips it of all magic.

			Lieutenant Hollis’ face had gone completely red. I looked at Herbert and saw a resigned worry in his eyes, as if he already knew there would be no salvation at the end of the tunnel. 

			The captain wiped the hair from his brow, dripping with sweat as he struggled to regain control of the ship.

			I hadn’t had time in the face of such a crisis to think of myself, and so for the first time since the temperature had risen so drastically, I looked at my own hand. 

			I saw it melt away.

			I’d never imagined that heat would make my skin disintegrate. 

			After my skin had completely disappeared I noticed something that confused me even more. There was wire and metal inside me. No veins, no bones. 

			A perfect circuit.

			The heat overwhelmed the bronze wires that ran through my entire metallic being.

			On a plate under my left arm, over the melted skin, I could see my manufacturer’s label, Eddie.

			I wasn’t a person like Jones, Herbert and Hollis. I was the mission robot, and now I found myself dying before them. I couldn’t even call it dying.

			I let out a short circuit sound while my mind and memories sparked in the shape of tears. 

			Lieutenant Hollis went pale upon seeing my shock and dismay. Herbert joined me in my emotions and Jones thought back to the nights when he had revealed his glories and sorrows to me, bottle beside him.

			



			I didn’t know what to miss or what to forget altogether. I would never go back to Earth, to that scenery that had intrigued me so much, yet which I had never seen beyond the warehouses where I had appeared to have been created and configured by Dr. Herbert.

			The box containing my mementos would remain buried in some non-existent part of my memory.

			I tried to remember my planet, but there was almost nothing inside me. I had never had a childhood, no parents, no friends. I had likely been created by some assistant on a hot May summer. 

			I looked into the eyes of my crew. They were still marveling at the spectacle. 

			The myriad of sparks that blossomed from my ears, the twinkling caused by the electric convulsions and the false fear of death that emanated from my pupils all formed a part of the final moments I spent with them. 

			In the blink of an eye I saw the captain with his bottle of whisky in hand, holding it high, patting me on the back and Dr. Herbert hugging me in tears, handing me the king from his chessboard. Finally, I saw the ageless Lieutenant Hollis strumming her hand in the air, playing one of her old songs for me.



			Here comes the sun, here comes the sun.

			And I say it’s all right...

		

	
		
			THE TASTE OF LIFE

			After wandering in circles for more than two hours, I came to the conclusion that I was completely and utterly lost. My feet threatened to tire out. With sly misdirection, the asphalt road had become a dirt track. 

			I could hear the distinct sound of the breeze kissing the path I sneaked down, desperately now. Creepers ran across my feet as they stabbed into me, causing something akin to pleasure. I heard different types of birdsong, some of which sprang from my memory. 

			I remembered a strange feeling I’d had when I was six years old. I’d got lost on the beach by the lagoon. I’d followed a few paces behind my father when a wave crashed in the distance and I could no longer see him. For a while, I walked without knowing where I was or where I was going. For the first time in my life, I was alone. My father and my older brother were screaming my name, frantically running all over the sand. They looked out towards the sea. I finally showed up after a little while, and they say it was all just a good scare. 

			



			I continued to walk down the tree-covered strip and looked at one rose in particular. 

			It was beautiful. I stopped to smell it. It brought me back to my adolescence. To the summer with my friends, wearing a wet bathing suit... of the nights with people that I no longer see. It had returned the spirit of the last sixty years to me.

			As soon as I came back around, I returned to the tree-lined path and its strong gusts. 

			The sky was looking redder and redder, and the things that I saw on the path had lost their usual shape. The colors of the life around me had become saturated in a way that my mind could not comprehend or explain. 

			I delved into that world as the hands of the clock did all they could to put a stop to it, like some sort of cheat or trick. I arrived at a wooden arch that crossed the path from one end to the other, like those you see when entering a town or city. In hand-carved letters you could read:


			



			Tranquility.

			



			The path had become dark and windy. Everything seemed the same to me. I was engrossed in the search for a way out. I was being threatened by the passage of time and the wrinkles on my hands, on my face. 

			I found myself in a strange place, with a turbulent atmosphere and skies bombarded with bronze. A small wooden house loomed from around a bend, visible just a short distance away. 

			The figure of a person in the distance restored some of my vanished breath to me. Its shadow made it clear to me that it was wearing a hat on its head and, without being able to clearly see its eyes, I noticed that it was staring at me. I approached it slowly.

			Another slightly smaller wooden engraved sign greeted me before I arrived: 


			


			All are Welcome

			



			Then, when I was just a few meters away, I asked the figure:

			“Excuse me, could you tell me where we are?” 

			“I beg your pardon? You don’t actually know?” he barked, his stabbing pupils staring straight at me.

			“Well, no… I don’t,” I confessed. “Look, are you going to tell me or not?”

			“For some unapparent reason, you’ve found your way to Tranquility,” he replied with a certain degree of serenity.

			“Tranquility? What’s that?” I asked in confusion.

			“It’s this place, the commune that we call home.” 

			“I must confess that I’ve never heard of this place before,” I replied.

			“This house I’m leaning on as we speak, this house, was the first in the whole commune to be built,” he looked at his house with a certain admiration and nostalgia. “Here in Tranquility, right before your very eyes.”

			“I see, believe me, I do. But you’ve got to understand that I’ve never heard of anywhere like this before. Especially with its colors and shapes.”

			“Well, this community we have here, you see, is... something of a secret. How did you get here? Walking, was it?”

			“I just… arrived. I can’t explain it. I was lost for hours until I came across you. I didn’t know what to do. I still don’t know, to tell you the truth.”

			“Well, there’s no need to worry, dear fellow, you’ve come to a good place.”

			“I’m glad to hear it,” I answered with some peace of mind.

			“I should mention that I also have two pieces of information for you.”

			“Information? What information are you talking about?”

			“Yes, two pieces of information, as I said. One good and one bad,” he said with his hands in his pockets, as if he had done this many times.

			“Go on then, tell me.”

			“The good news is that you can fulfil any dream you like here. Let your imagination run wild and you’ll get to go wherever you please. As far as you want to go.”

			“And the bad?” I asked, playing along with his game.

			“Well, the bad news is that once you come here, once you know about this place, you can never leave.”

			“I shall do as I please,” I replied with great pride.

			“You’ll find that it doesn’t quite work that way, and I’m not telling you that for my sake, but for the sake of the wonders of this place. Here, you will never know boredom again. I can assure you that this place has a poetry to it that you’d never find anywhere else, not even in your wildest dreams,” he said, looking towards the horizon. “And those who have left yearn for this enlightenment for the rest of their lives.”

			I looked at him with a modicum of hope, I believed in everything as I never had before in my life. 

			The man in the hat continued: “Can I ask you another question?” 

			I nodded. 

			“You recognized the rose, didn’t you?”

			“What rose are you talking about?”

			“The rose on the path.”

			“Oh, that flower? Yes, I definitely recognized it. Why do you ask?”

			“Just curious,” and he laughed and slapped me on the shoulder.

			I lay in the limbo of my memories, tired, ready to die. What a wonderful gift.

			In the blink of an eye, I find myself next to the rose; I savor the taste of life.

			


		

	
		
			A HAND-EMBROIDERED BIRD

			We had dinner with Mom on the wooden floor of the porch by candlelight. Her sweet hands, smelling of childhood, carried warm dishes that she’d rest on the checkered fabric tablecloth. 

			We ate in the side passage on hot evenings, in view of those passing by the front of the house. The light from the street lamps reflected a nostalgic gold on the porcelain plates. The breeze swirled through the porch and we heard a carefree whistle, a kind, unique whistle that I miss deep in my heart on sorrowful days. 

			We’d grown accustomed to having dinner with the noise of life howling outdoors, bicycles passing by, the voices of children playing on the sidewalk and the yelling of their mothers calling them for their dinner. Carol, the neighbor with the long dresses, would stop by to visit us every evening at about seven o’clock or so, while preparing food for her family. I was also intrigued by the neighbor from the stone house just around the corner, who cut flowers from his garden every morning to decorate the orange planters on the block.

			And amidst all that buzz, I looked up to the skies, waiting for Dad to come back in his rocket.

			



			The sounds of a hot night joined us as we put the food in our mouths.

			“Aren’t you going to have any more?” Mom asked.

			“I’m not hungry,” I replied, my gaze still fixed on the stars.	

			“I made the vegetables you like, just for you.”

			“How big is space, Mom?”

			“It’s infinite,” she replied with a hint of the fantastic.

			“What does that mean?” I asked in amazement.

			“It means that you can travel through it forever. Just imagine, you can travel thousands of light years per second, and you’ll still never reach the end.”

			“So it never ends?”

			“Never.”

			My face looked perplexed as I pondered distances and scales. 

			“Can’t Dad get lost in space?”

			Mom didn’t say a word. 

			There were weeks when she talked for hours about him. She passionately told me several times about how they’d met and their adventures before he chose to become a space traveler. On those nights, Mom would stare up towards the stars and comets that would illuminate our roof. But on other nights, she would linger with a sad look in her sparkling eyes. She wouldn’t look at the sky or the moon, and if by chance something that looked like a rocket appeared on the horizon, she would smile in disbelief, anxious in her hope. But it always turned out to be a reflection in the mountain or something from her past she’d imagined.

			



			I thought of the last time I saw him, out among the crowd, bidding farewell to millions of people waving their arms and flags, waiting for that great explosion that would bring fire to his life, shattering the tedium of a town existence. I saw him smile, perhaps due to his confidence in the mission, or perhaps because a childhood dream had been fulfilled. 

			He was wearing a white suit accented in blue and silver. Standing out by his heart, there was a magnificent hand-embroidered bird. The navy-blue threads were clearly visible along with the red and brown that made up the striking crest. Mom had sewn it years before when Dad had embarked on his first missions, day after day. He said it brought him luck in distant galaxies. 

			



			The ship’s engines roared into action, spewing forth three enormous balls of fire. It disappeared beneath all the flames, shooting off like a speeding arrow.

			The night before, we were having dinner at the dining room table when the phone rang. Mom and Dad argued and then he hugged her tight. He promised it would be the last time, that he would do it for us. In the blink of an eye, he said goodbye, telling his stories and tales. He came to my room and told me a few stories from his odysseys through space. He went through every last detail of the day they’d had to land on the black-light planet in an emergency to rest their engines and still returned to Earth with all the crew safe and sound.

			I never asked when he was coming back. The days we were left alone were days of waiting. We had become accustomed to looking out the window for hours on end. 

			



			The second night after he left, I woke up soaking wet with fear. I’d had a dream that Dad and his crew had gotten lost. I ran over to Mom’s bed sweating.

			“It’s three in the morning,” she said without opening her eyes.

			“I had a dream,” I said in a frightened voice.

			“A dream?” She asked, not taking me seriously at all.

			“Dad was stranded in an unknown galaxy.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“His rocket went into a black hole. It was so real,” I said in a bid to save our hero.

			“Don’t worry, sweetie.”

			“The hole took them millions of miles away. I saw it in my dream.”

			“It was just a nightmare,” Mom said, dismissing it.

			“That’s not all, Mom. They spent decades trying to get back, but...” Mom looked at me waiting for me to continue. “For us, it was only weeks, we didn’t even age a year.” 

			“You’ve got to relax. You’ll forget about it all in the morning.”

			“I’m scared they’re never going to come back,” I said. 

			“You know they’re coming back in the summer.”

			“But how do you know that? What if something’s gone wrong? What if they’re dead?” 

			“Enough of this nonsense! It’s bedtime. Get to bed this instant. You’ve got school in the morning,” Mom shouted at me and sent me to my room.

			Mom couldn’t get back to sleep that night and lay staring at the glowing darkness through her window until the sun came out and it was time to make breakfast.

			



			Everyone at school was talking about Dad. The same Dad I had seen leave among the crowds, the Dad who had told me what it was like to bullet into the darkness of space. He was a hero to my classmates. 

			There were stories told about the gravity avalanches and electricity storms he’d had to overcome to land on the Sun, touch it and steal part of it forever. Or the time they beat the speed of light on their way to Mars and for a few seconds, they stopped seeing their own hands.

			Mom had no one on Earth to laugh with while she cooked on rainy afternoons. There was a subdued feeling to those afternoons. We knew we were going to eat our dinner inside, listening to the water dripping from the white roofs. In time, I also understood why we ate outside on the porch, gazing more precisely at the night sky and those strange unreachable planets where rockets and husbands were hidden... but those rockets had disappeared, just like those evenings when the light from the setting sun came in through the living room curtains and they danced while Honey Pie played on the old radio set. 

			Dad was a romantic.

			



			The nights cooled from one day to the next. The shadows from the trees that touched my bed moved as if they had a life of their own, wanting to limply grab me by the feet. 

			I sank into a dream of brilliant gods and mighty tides, of metal ships and banished astronauts. After roaming the recesses of an unknown galaxy, Dad’s rocket had been struck and knocked off course by a silicon asteroid, causing an engine failure that had forced it to land on a planet with uncanny solid lakes. The sea was completely dry, the mountains silent. The ship was a total wreck and it would take them years to repair it, the equivalent of decades on Earth. 

			Under the eternal moonshine light, before going to sleep, Dad would open the captain’s seat overhead compartment and look at the photo of his wife and son. It was an old and weathered ID photograph that he carried with him on each voyage. On nights out in space when there was no sun nearby, he would look at the picture as he lay down in his small cabin. He would spill a salty tear and think of the dinners out on the porch, the checkered tablecloth and his wife’s voice when he first met her on a Spring afternoon. If he were to die on this planet, we would be waiting for him forever, looking up to the heavens.

			I woke up running to Mom’s room. I told her about my dream and that we had to do something, but Mom sent me back to sleep without even listening to what I had to say. 

			The next day she explained to me at length that it had all been the product of my powerful imagination; a simple nightmare. She repeated to me several times that what happens in dreams has no relation to the real world. 

			That day Mom didn’t look up to the sky nor did she let herself get carried away by something reflecting off the mountains.

			



			People in town discussed the ferocious launch while stories about some of the cosmonauts who had been on it could still be heard in passing. There was, for example, the newspaper boy who had gone to the big city and trained for years with the best to fly a large aircraft and soar to the most distant solar systems. They were also accompanied by the son of the town baker, who had grown up reading science fiction stories and fantasized about making his dream come true. 

			Once a month, the family members of the entire crew met at home.

			Above all, we talked about them, about the ones who had left in the metallic machine in the giant cloud of smoke. 

			I slept for hours that night. It was one of the dreams I remember the most. Dad was much older and thinner, with a beard and melancholic wrinkles. He struggled to survive and feed himself on that planet of solid lakes. The rest of the voyagers assisting him on the mission had died. The ship wreckage lay rusted.

			The dream seemed so real to me, almost alive.

			Dad tried to get to shelter behind the hills to hide from the sandstorm that marked him for certain death. His face showed signs of the utmost terrible fear. 

			He didn’t think he’d make it. He clutched the hand-embroidered bird on his suit tightly before shouting: 

			“Ahhh!” And he was struck by a strange force similar to the wind.

			I didn’t go running to Mom’s room this time.

			I just thought about the distance.

			



			Summer had come. The dreams had faded. 

			The time between galaxies seemed to wrinkle and stretch, despite physics. Distance could not be quantified. Now it was me who looked down most of the time and Mom who couldn’t stop looking at the stars. 

			I didn’t want to tell her anything about the final dreams and the ship’s destruction.

			Mom served the food on the checkered tablecloth out on the porch. The sound of the open air, the bicycles and the voices of children created an atmosphere of normalcy. The light that reflected a nostalgic gold on the porcelain plates and the whistling of the breeze that passed through the porch filled her with peace and made her forget about Dad’s absence. 

			I looked at the stars in the hope of seeing a glimmer on the horizon. 

			We picked up the dirty dishes with a strange sentiment filling my body. We looked at each other, but we did not talk.

			Suddenly an intense beam of light shone in the sky. 

			We felt a beautiful fluttering of family unity. 

			We dropped the porcelain plates, shattering them against the wooden floor of the porch. 

			A trail of fire swept over all the houses on the block. 

			We went out into the garden.

			Thousands of people left their homes in a hectic rush.

			“The rocket! It’s come back!” 

			The shopkeepers were closing their businesses.

			“They’ve come back!”

			Sirens went off around the city, sounding loudly to alert the community.

			A large streak of fire still hung over the town skies, illuminating every alley and garden around. 

			Had they come back? Had they been able to repair the rocket and somehow, in some unimaginable way, find the way back home?

			We looked up to the hill to see where the ship had landed.

			Mom and I ran hand in hand at full speed. 

			We heard the blast of tons of colored paper thrown into the wind. 

			A rainstorm of fireworks prepared for the occasion was fired into the air, illuminating the clarity of the night. 

			We ran, pushing past people, trying to get to the site of impact. 

			We arrived.

			It was Dad’s rocket. 

			The door opened. 

			An old man stepped out of the ship. A beard and melancholic wrinkles. The same eyes.

			Completely unstitched, there was still a slight hint of some sort of bird embroidered on his suit.

		

	
		
			UNICORN TEARS

			I remember the green of my garden through the kitchen window of our colorful little house. The grass always shined like gold while the neighbors jealously looked on from the absurdity of their routines. We had roses, daisies and pansies that blended with the blue of the sky, as was the case with houses all over the block. A row of old homes combined to create the harmony of our street; one house was yellow, another was entirely pink, the one in the middle of the block shone sky blue and the last one on the corner, was the color of a superb Malbec.

			This little world of ours was saturated with perfection, with extraordinarily neat and tidy streets of glass and narrow footpaths for the pedestrians who never came by. A magnificent sunset full of shades of orange fizzled away almost every evening as the lights on every sidewalk lit up and illuminated the cadence of the night.

			Love fizzled down the chimney and dripped from the drainpipes. It shouted to the four winds and permeated every last corner of this neighborhood of yesteryear. 

			There was love in our conversations, in the way she walked, in everything we touched. 

			Love lived within me and Clarisse, in her porcelain gaze.

			The aroma of breakfast perfumed our morning air, accompanied by her tender voice as I watched her from our bed.

			“Want me to wait for you for breakfast?” She asked me, laughing in the morning air.

			“Yes please.” I wore an eternal smile.

			Waking up to see her was all that I needed to be happy in this life.

			



			At the end of the glass street, dotted with streetlights that glowed on nights of nostalgia, there was a freshwater lagoon we used to go to. We spent unforgettable evenings there throughout the week, sharing in the light of the sun that would disappear beyond the horizon of that magical lake a few hours later.

			We’d come back, hand-in-hand, planning a dinner illuminated by winter-scented candles. That kitchen had been tailor-made for just the two of us. Nights passed quickly amidst all of the kisses and cooking.

			On hot days, we’d go for a ride in the old red Cadillac. It was more fun to drive in the summer, as we could drive around with the roof down, our hair flowing, feeling the gusts of life itself in our eyelashes. I turned onto Moonlight Avenue, surrounded by palm trees, to see Clarisse’s cheerful face and eyes of joy. For reasons I never really understood, she loved that old boulevard.

			



			Millions of light years away in a galaxy of metal beyond our solar system, across clouds, rains and mountains of electro stones, on a planet of blue flame, a soulless witch watched it all with a caustic bitterness in her stomach. A venom of envy coursed through her in a torrent of relentless anger.

			Her dark memory contained hundreds of vicious spells, hexes, and incantations of cruelty. She knew them to the letter and had toyed with them for centuries. 

			A witch who’s sold her soul to the devil can live forever.

			On a revolving night at the top of her abode, among aluminum mirrors and lead floors, she seemed to smell the sweet and distant sweet aroma of a violet.

			She made use of her old liquid mirror telescope, crowned with glass. Through the darkness and thousands of stars, she watched us. She could sense the eccentricity of love, in every part of her body. It was in the howl that erupted from the mountain of iron, in the chrome leaves that fell from the trees of pure metal. Loneliness filled the gray land dotted with quicksilver lakes.

			We were in our garden, very much in love, as we planted a flower.

			“These flowers you got... beautiful, aren’t they?”

			“Perkins gave them to me. You know, Perkins from the florists.”

			“The color of their leaves... just what our garden was missing.”

			“Absolutely, Clarisse, absolutely.” I kissed her on the cheek. I knew there was nothing missing from our garden. 

			That afternoon we planted some petunias and a violet with a powerful aroma. It was the worst mistake of my life, to draw her attention like that.

			



			The witch, in a universe of mauve with her violet-silver clothes, spent days with her eyes fixed to her telescope. She endlessly watched the love we had for each other, envying us from the depths of her strange being. The more she watched us, the more enraged she grew. She searched and searched for any spell that would put an end to her rage; she was compelled to slash through the fine thread that bound our hearts together.

			The following week I was spending an afternoon in the happy whiteness of our kitchen when Clarisse appeared in front of me with the sun behind her. If I could bottle time, I would store that instant until the glass shattered.

			“Mmm, something smells delicious,” she exclaimed.

			“I’m making pear cake. It’ll be ready in a few minutes,” I said.

			“My favorite,” she remarked, wrapping me in her warm embrace.

			I kissed her. Her lips were mine.

			“Are we going out tonight?” she asked me.

			“Want to go anywhere in particular?” I answered, giving her the pleasure of deciding.

			“Yes,” she replied.

			“Where are we going then?”

			“The harbor, out to the restaurants by the sea,” she said looking into my eyes.

			“The harbor it is then!”

			We walked hand in hand that night, lovingly gazing at each other amidst the radiance of the tide and the streetlights of the old city’s balmy alleyways. 

			The fragrance of her hands is still engraved into my heart, far from the part that has now forgotten her.

			



			A unicorn wept.

			



			In a forgotten garden on a planet covered with rainbows and waterfalls, the witch stole the tears from the beautiful animal, resistant to magic, immune to the most powerful of spells... and flew back to her dwelling. 

			She wrought pure magic to take her revenge and cast her evil upon our home; as strong as God’s sun.

			It was a stormy night when gallons of cloud water crashed upon our home. I remember I lay asleep, hugging Clarisse in a darkness that I shall never forget. I could see the shadow of the trees from bed, out through the window. 

			I heard every last drop that fell upon the tiles of our roof that night. And I can swear with absolute certainty that seven tears struck our roof, making a different sound as they fell. These were not raindrops, they were the core essence of that most evil spell that had condemned us.

			Clarisse was not Clarisse. 

			Dark powers had taken her being. 

			Our love had been shattered in the gloom of the night.

			



			No longer would she look into my eyes in the same way as she had done before, that way of looking without paying the world any notice, in our tiny little soap bubble. She had forgotten the red Cadillac and that old boulevard. No longer did she hold my hand or caress that most vulnerable part of me. Her feelings had died with the happiness of that unicorn. 

			I do not wish to know what harm the witch did to it to make it shed its tears in that evening’s glow under the cold light of the third moon.

			The curse filled our air and, instead of suffocating us, it snatched away the greatest gift we had ever given ourselves, the gift of love.

			Clarisse left. She took all she owned. She left the only thing that felt something for her, the only thing that caressed her on winter days.

			Some mornings, ever since my bed was abandoned, I wonder if there really ever was a metallic galaxy with a planet of blue flame and a witch wearing silver clothing sewn together with quicksilver thread.

		

	
		
			THE ISLAND OF GOLDEN FRUIT

			All I could feel was thirst, an absolute and desperate thirst. The earth looked as dry as the plants that had ceased to exist hundreds of months ago. I caressed the dry dust with my feet. I fell to the ground with dehydrated skin. I coughed, hoping to spit out some drop of saliva to wet my lips. The sun blazed forcefully on my back and shoulders, its eternal yellow being all that could be seen.

			If old man Branson ever saw me not working, he’d throw me back in the dungeon and flog me with his whip. I’d been there before. I had spent fifty nights listening to the same murderous breeze running wild through its corridors.

			At night, inside the dungeon, one could make out the moon between the bars, illuminating everything that thirst had hidden. My imagination took flight. Someday I might be able to escape for the rains.

			For now, there was no sign of old man Branson or his horse. I hadn’t been able to get any food or water this time and I knew he would find out one way or another.

			The mornings used to be very different twenty-five years ago. The people had a wealth of food and drink. On carnival nights, there would be colored lights hanging from the balconies and decorations along the streets on the way to Swing Square. The neighbors would open up bottles of cider while the mothers would take food over to the large tables that filled the entirety of the square. We children were left playing ball under the last light of the metal lanterns, shining in a perfect row, illuminating the greens and oranges of that unforgettable square.

			On humid afternoons, Mom would send me out to look for mulberries with our wooden bucket. The winding stone path to the mulberry fields was rich with ocean freshness and the scent of ice. I remember that the fruits abounded and fell from every tree. 

			Coming back with a full bucket, I relished the true flavor of the land. It was an exquisite delight for me on summer days. So fresh and new.

			Today the mulberry trees are dead. There isn’t a single one left in the entire land. Dust storms had devastated every plantation and taken the gift of life from most species. Those of us who survived prayed for food and drink from the very instant we stopped dreaming and opened our eyes at dawn. 

			For some strange reason, there was no more rain to be seen or heard of, not a drop in decades. The summer floods had gone. No more water would fall from the skies.

			I’ve seen people die by the sea. Drinking a liter of salt water in an act of pure desperation, quenching their thirst, filling themselves with water and then passing away.

			



			Old man Branson was the master of where we lived. He was the master of everything. We worked seven days a week for him and for his men, who also worked for him.

			All that was visible from the hill was dry land and some houses that remained standing. We no longer had schools, hospitals, cinemas, or restaurants. It was as if a dust bomb had exploded all over the Autumn, the Summer and Spring. It had also landed on Winter, damning us to a miserable existence of need and scarcity for centuries.

			



			My job was the same as everyone else’s living under the old man’s shadow: getting food and water. Food and water. It was all you heard about on those rainless days.

			Nobody wanted cars, perfume, electronics, or plastic toys anymore. Those objects had lost all value. 

			We started early at sunrise and returned with the few provisions we could find when the sun went down, and the wind blew from the hill. 

			We ate once a day, and sometimes we had to skip food for the sake of the children. I was completely alone, as I had no wife or children. I had the chance of escape, of fleeing far away, of a sudden change of fate. 

			Some afternoons when I passed by the sea, I put my feet in the sand, closed my eyes, and listened to legends that told of a completely different place. A small, magical island. A place that wanted for nothing. Where there was no lack of food, warmth or water. According to some, the island, far away from the mainland, hadn’t been affected by the strife or dust, or ruined by the tragic aridity. But I didn’t know anyone who’d been there. I had, however, heard Captain Pikes, who was known for being the only one that would rave about this island, describing it in great detail. 

			He passionately shared the same story over and over again. He recounted that several years ago, on one of the many expeditions with his men, they had seen a small pink-skied rock formation in the distance. From the ship, they could make out the green of its vegetation and the blue of the cascading rains that bathed the hillsides of the island. 

			“If there’s green on its shores, there’s got to be food and water further inland,” Pikes told whomever would hear his tale.

			Lastly, I remember the captain talking to us about several golden specks shining on its mesmerizing shores, highly captivating.

			“And there were some spots that stuck out, you could see them shining even from miles away. I can only guess that they were the fruit of some gigantic tree... exquisite fruit, they must have been,” said Pikes with eyes lost in the tide.

			No one could logically explain why their boat had not landed on the island. According to Pikes, a man who knew the waters and tides, the place was simply impossible to reach. The closer they got, the farther away the island appeared. Suddenly, they saw a squall hurling itself towards their boat, making it impossible to see directly ahead and frustrating any possible navigation.

			No one had ever landed there.

			These were nothing but tales or legends to me. Nevertheless, on some hot and thirsty nights I dreamed of that place. I dreamed that it was real and that it was the only thing that would put me out of my daily misery, the only thing that would take me away from my wants and needs.

			



			A new day. The same old man Branson and the same old task: look for food and water and survive in the attempt. 

			I knew the road out by heart, the wells and small stones delicately positioned by nature. I knew the shadows on the way out and how they reversed when I came back. 

			It had grown somewhat late for me; the moon illuminated the faded sea in the distance. This time on the way back, the old man was waiting for me on his horse, shooting daggers at me with his eyes.

			“If you’re planning on coming back to this town, you’d better bring something in that bag.”

			“Mr. Branson, I couldn’t find any food,” I replied, mouth dry and lips chapped.

			“Then you’re not coming back,” he declared with angry eyes.

			“There’s nothing left to find,” I said, trying to make him see sense.

			“Are you trying to tell me you won’t be bringing your town anything else?”

			“No, Mr. Branson. That’s not it.” At that moment, I thought I’d surely be going back to the dungeon.

			“Until you bring back at least half a liter of water, you’re not welcome here.” The old man looked down towards the town, about a hundred yards away down the dirt road. “Unless you want to spend another fifty nights locked up.”

			“But the dungeon’s for criminals, not for those who work during the day,” I replied.

			“If you want to kill your people with thirst and hunger, then I shall report you to the judge. And he will convict you if that’s what you wish.”

			“All right. I’ll spend the night looking for provisions,” I said looking down.

			“You know how this works, if you don’t bring anything back tomorrow, you’ll go to the prison,” the old man finished before returning with his horse, leaving at a slow pace.

			



			I went back into the glow of the night with nowhere to sleep. I hadn’t eaten in two days and my voice was dry, my lips peeling. I would have given anything for one of those wooden buckets full of mulberries. I felt the juice that had caressed my palate and the sound of the seeds squishing between my teeth as soon as I closed my eyes. But it was the sound of the rain that I missed most.

			I remember a huge bathtub filled with cold water, in which my siblings and I would play amidst the reflections of the bathroom lights, splashing each other and holding our breath together in that enormous volume of water.

			I walked for a long time until I reached one of the shores. I thought that maybe I could find some sort of insect to eat and overcome the intense stomach pains that prevented me from enjoying the calm by the shores of the salty sea.

			I wandered the coasts for several hours, hoping to find something that would bring some life back to me, but there was nothing breathing other than the mosquitoes.

			The only visible light was that of the moon, which amplified all movement at night. Its reflection in the small waves was like thousands of diamonds crashing into each other, floating and dancing in the silent calm generated by the movement of the tide. A wooden boat in the distance was my salvation, the last chance to prove my courage.

			I cast off into the open sea with an oar. As soon as I became aware of what I was doing, I had no way of getting back. I saw the first breaker form slowly and got ready to evade the big wave. The water burst into the wood from the sides in a threatening manner. I continued to plunge my oar down, stabbing into the sea, depositing with each and every stroke my hope of finding something that would guide me to a new story that would return some color to my life, and see the image of that lost island of mine through a kaleidoscope.

			I looked back to my old horizon for the last time. I had spent my entire life and my last years in those hills and streets of dead fruit. I knew its most generous of trees. 

			I said goodbye. 

			I rowed.

			I knew old man Branson would be very angry, but I wouldn’t be there anymore. That meant I couldn’t go back to that place... ever again. I would have to forget it forever.

			If I ever came back, they would throw me in the dungeon for the rest of my life, or worse, hang me in Swing Square.

			



			I had gone far enough away to no longer be able to clearly see the place I had just left. I didn’t have any food or water with me, but I did have the urge to venture out into a new life. 

			I now understood how lonely I was. And I’m not referring to the loneliness of the moment, but to that loneliness one encounters but a handful of times in life when one is fully aware of the space he occupies, the oneness that includes us all. We arrive in this world completely alone and leave it in the same way. If I were to die in these waters, I would do so alone. 

			I thought of my friends and family, of all those who had been a part of my life for more than thirty years, when I would play ball under the last light of those metal lanterns. I remember it as if it were yesterday.

			



			The rumbling of water rose me up. I watched from above, with no sense of gravity. I waited to pass through the darkness that carried not even a hint of silence.

			Droplets awoke me. The sound of an imagined storm opened my eyes. Within a matter of seconds my boat was being stalked by the strong tides and the power of a gust capable of lifting me to such great heights that I would not descend for centuries. 

			I took the opportunity to fill a container with water and drink half a liter in less than ten seconds. It was a sensation I hadn’t had in a long time. Swallowing, swallowing, swallowing, after so many years of thirst.

			I took the oar and struggled to stay in my little vehicle of salvation against the current for more than an hour... then I don’t remember what happened.

			



			I woke up next to my wooden boat. It had been completely destroyed against the rocks in the shifting sands.

			At first, I didn’t know where I was. Then I saw the pink skies.

			I woke up somewhat drowsy. My bare toes caressed the soft sand, quite gentle on my skin. The moisture of the small grains slipped between my toes.

			The salt of the sea flew through the air and brushed my face; such a distinctive smell. I saw the waters I had left behind, choppy and difficult waters.

			The clouds that covered everything looked as if they were resting on glass behind the shining moon.

			I listened to the sound of cascades and waterfalls in the distance.

			I began to admire the green that surrounded me, the different plants, groves, and fruits that my soul had long forgotten. I hurried over to one of them and picked a fruit. It was delicious, like a coreless peach. I ate several without rest. 

			Not completely satiated, I went to wet my lips in the pure water of the spring behind the bushes.

			I dove into it. I swam in it and swallowed its water. I ran out and was about to eat another fruit when I saw a bright dot in the distance on the other side of the island.

			I arrived at the point where it shone, crossing all kinds of undergrowth and terrain. It was another spring, but this one was vastly larger than the one I had seen before. It had underwater passageways leading to caves, as well as rock formations in the shape of archipelagos, big enough to build a house on... And behind it all was a mighty tree, with the most magnificent branches and the most peculiar leaves my eyes have ever seen. And from all these branches a remarkable fruit blossomed, as big as one’s hand, a completely golden fruit.

		

	
		
			A METALLIC GLOW

			We walked separated from each other through the vast Martian desert, shouting to one other from afar. 

			“Nate, get over here right now!” he shouted in desperation as I lost myself among the mighty dunes and unseen summits of endless stony reliefs.

			I turned without attaching any importance to his call. What stood before me was what I had truly wanted.

			“But Dad, I’m so close.” I looked at the reddish sand as it rose magically, shaken by the wind blowing from within the blue hills. “I’m almost there!”

			“Get back here right now!” The words were barely audible over the powerful gusts. 

			He ran towards me.

			I walked away at a slow but determined pace.

			“I told you to stop! It’s extremely dangerous.”

			My father fell to his knees, as lead falls into the abyss, full of anguish as he watched me go.

			“Nathaniel! Stop. Don’t go over there. You’ll die!”

			Silence carried those never to be heard words to a lost Martian city under the mechanical mountain.

			I went down the narrow path of soft red sand that led to the hill, forgetting my father’s cries and the danger that lurked around every corner of the path.

			I arrived at an abandoned village on the shores of the dry sea. Not a soul was to be seen in the streets. Houses had been left deserted for centuries.

			A few solitary lights shined every hour of every day. Up above, the lights never went out in the mock buildings.

			It was an old dream I’d had before. I had arrived on Mars, I was the first child from planet Earth to set foot on The Red Planet.

			I walked those streets looking in all directions. I had never seen anything like it, not even in photographs, and I wondered how it was possible for my subconscious to contain buildings, structures, and colors that were so new. At times, if you pretended that there was no boundary between the ground and the sky, everything seemed to be a single entity. The reddish sand slowly faded into a cloudless sky. 

			I heard a loud roar, like a storm approaching at high speed. I looked around and felt a gentle breeze on my skin, a calmness similar to that which precedes a heartbreaking tragedy.

			I was afraid. 

			The sensation that rushed through my bones and veins was similar to the sensation of one of those afternoons where the speckled sky changes color, with the clouds darkening and the mountains turning iron.

			I suddenly saw it. Beyond the blue hills, between the dark valleys, a giant swarming hive appeared, and fiercely made its way towards me. As I galloped like a frightened horse, I heard an electronic voice, a count-down, beginning with the number ten.

			I woke up in my command seat. The hallucination had been as real as an actual memory. It took me a few seconds to settle down again. 

			I heard the voice still shaking: 3... 2... 1.

			The same roar I had heard in the dream had grown a hundred-fold. There was an earthquake-like tremor. Then we were in the air, soaring towards the stars at full speed. And by my side, there was Bert, the ship’s co-pilot and my companion on this expedition for the last seven years. Together we flew around planet Earth on a number of preplanned missions. 

			We’d been told the marvelous news on one Tuesday in September. We would be the first men on Mars. 

			The scheduled date to land in Green Valley was February 2, 1999. 

			The engines bellowed with fire.

			I could barely look over at Bert. Inertia had completely forced my true self into focus, in the same way that a person pulls on their lover’s clothes so that they don’t leave. In this way, the planet dragged us towards it as we fought against physics, struggling to touch the atmosphere and float in space in absolute silence.

			“Well, it was less turbulent when we practiced on the simulator, wasn’t it?” I said, to take our minds off of things.

			Bert’s face had gone completely purple. With both hands, he tightly gripped the belts that ran across his chest, tightening in the center.

			“It’s nothing like it at all,” he looked at me. “Is everything under control?”

			The metal, still shining in the sunlight, jolted violently.

			“I can’t hear anything you’re saying, Bert. You’ll have to speak louder,” I replied in a daze.

			“Is everything under control, Captain?” he repeated even louder.

			I gave a thumbs up. 

			Bert sighed, either with relief or fear, but a sigh nonetheless. He then responded by lifting his thumb too.

			



			One could see the awe-inspiring blue of our sky moving further and further away through the small windows of the long, strange, silver machine. What had been blue became white, white became gray, gray became black, and black became complete darkness. Then it was just us two and the stars.

			We stopped to look at the red dot visible in the distance, a red dot that had taken us a lifetime to visit. All our actions had been directed towards that destination, the law of attraction had placed us in this rocket, and now it would be ours.

			“It’s breathtaking, Bert. Totally insane,” I grabbed him by the shoulder. “You and I, my friend, will be the first humans on Mars.” 

			“You’re right, Captain. I never thought anything like this could happen, especially not to me,” Bert said as he watched the red planet approach ever closer through the small window of the metallic ship.

			“We’ll roam the mighty dunes, Bert. We’ll discover colors never seen before. And at night we’ll watch the twin white moons illuminate all of that great unknown waiting for us.” I said.

			“Can you believe it? Extraordinary, isn’t it?” Bert added.

			“The dream’s coming true, my friend. We’re on our way. And in a few years, the whole planet will be full of people, and we will have been the first to have set foot on that land. The streets will bear our names, our initials will be on the museums and theaters, and there’ll be photographs of our smiles in the Martian history books.”

			“We’ll be national heroes,” Bert said.

			“The First Expedition, they’ll call it.” I raised my hand and pointed to a beam of light that passed across the front of the ship thousands of light years away. “Look at that, Bert!”

			The comet left a colorful trail. It dazzled with its great speed and the rapid shattering of the particles of the nothingness of space that dared to face it. With no destination, it traveled and made its way across the universe with no wings to speak of, forcing everything it crossed away from it and destroying everything it touched.

			My face lit up. I remembered my school days telling everyone that I would be a great astronaut, and that I would travel through space to visit desolate planets. 

			It had become a reality and now I desperately wanted to see my old classmates with their dull jobs and say, “I did it!”

			



			I fell into a great dream.

			I was descending from the aluminum ship that glistened on the unseen summits of endless stone. 

			A beautiful woman with a fair complexion, somewhat dun, and almond-shaped amber eyes approached without drawing near. 

			I spoke first.

			“I have come in my ship from the third planet. My name is Nathaniel York. This is the first voyage through space. There are two of us on my ship, myself and my friend Bert. We come from a city on Earth. That’s the name of our planet.”

			The wind caressed the woman’s lips just as she was about to utter a few words.

			I woke up dripping with sweat from head to toe. An alarm was sounding at full volume in the control room. I left my space bed, ran through the white plastic corridors through the service module over to the blaring red siren. Bert had already gone ahead and was attempting to resolve the problem.

			The alarm stopped. The day continued as usual. At the end of the day, I leaned over to Bert.

			“When we’re old, we’ll remember these journeys and they’ll make us feel full of youth.”

			Flying through space wasn’t how we had imagined it to be. It was completely different. We could feel the unbridled speed at which we were making our way through the dark galaxy, but at the same time, it was as though we were perfectly still, held in the air by an invisible pendulum, floating between small crystal stalks.

			“It’s like swimming,” said Bert with his eyes closed.

			In the ecstasy of the moment, I went to look for one of my vinyl records to provide a melody to the vast cosmos that boasted in front of us.

			My father would put a different record on the spectacular vinyl player every night before going to bed, and this one was my favorite. It played again and again on the living-room record player, under the curtain through which the afternoon light flowed.

			The sapphire needle suspended us in a moment of admiration for the endlessness of space:

			



			Drink to me only with thine eyes,

			And I will pledge with mine;

			or leave a kiss within the cup

			And I’ll not ask for wine.

			


			We were a short distance away from the red planet. February 2nd was fast approaching according to our calendar. The relief and shape of the planet could be clearly seen through the windows. I had a sense of danger, as if the planet wanted to warn me that something very bad was going to happen down there. I thought of how hectic and stressful the journey had been, the time we had spent locked up in this prison vehicle, transporting us blazing like millions of torches in the wind to some forgotten god.

			I was dazed.

			I took a nap.

			A metallic glow in the sky led me directly to the planet of almond-eyed women. We landed in Green Valley.

			The beautiful woman rested happily on the dunes of Martian sand. I came down from the metallic machine laughing. I approached her and kissed her.

			Her mouth melted me down into a thousand molten pieces.

			“I will take you to the sky in my ship, back to my planet,” I declared.

			In the distance, there was a noise that grew and the cold waters stirred in the vast canals. There was the smell of a mighty storm brewing in the distance. It felt like lightning was on its way but there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky.

			The woman was no longer with me, but Bert was.

			We saw ourselves in front of a man in an inexpressive wrought silver mask. The last thing I saw was the weapon firing hordes of shrieking golden bees at me.

			I woke up in an emotional state. I looked over at Bert by my side.

			“Where are we?”

			“Are you all right? I heard you screaming.”

			“What day is it?” I asked fervently.

			“First day of February,” he replied.

			“I just want to cry. I can’t help myself. I’m so miserable and I don’t know why.”

			The ship was headed straight down into Green Valley.

			“You’ll be alright tomorrow.”

			“Yes,” I said. “I’ll be alright tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			THE SILK TIE

			The heavy night had enveloped me in muddled dreams that disturbed my tranquility. It was suddenly no longer a matter of sleeping, but of escaping. I wanted to see the dawn, to escape into routine, to let the silent night pass, to hear the first noises of a mechanical morning and little by little listen to the city come to life. 

			Slowly the small nooks and crannies of a cellophane city, with its cellulose streets, lights, and people, would open up their eyes. The neighbors would start making small noises and the night would have passed.

			The dazzling sun came in between the small slats of the blinds, powerfully illuminating the golden-handled wooden wardrobe. I no longer needed an alarm to wake up. The daily routine had shaped me in such a way that I got out of bed and went to work automatically, without thinking or seeing the looks of the people who filled the emptiness of the streets of a wretched city.

			The silk tie that I paired with all my shirts shone bright on spring and sunny days... but on those other days, those cloudy days, the tie had a sad color, a muted tone that perfectly matched the endless office chores and my lack of ambition.

			I had lunch in the square in front of work for the fifteen minutes we were allotted. 

			I went back to my cubicle only to fix my pensive gaze on the desk and the silver sign with its gleaming bronze details:

			



			Douglas Spaulding — Project Secretary

			



			…And I thought I was nobody at all.

			



			The letters that marked it made it out to be an important, imposing name. But I hadn’t done anything with it. They sat pointlessly on the sign, gazing at me judgmentally. I knew I was a great disappointment to my ego. And I thought, how far have I come? What have I done with my life? What am I doing right now?

			Next to the silver sign, there was a wooden picture frame with a photo of my friend, a being that death took away from me, as the bad is taken away from a good memory.

			



			I had trouble sleeping at night. 

			That particular night I had been dreaming about both of them. Death and my friend.

			They were together. Death’s face was blurred. There was a dark shadow and something akin to facial features, but they were far from human.

			They talked and watched television in the dining room. I couldn’t see their surroundings clearly but their voices could be easily heard.

			“You know what?” said my friend. “I’ve been thinking. There’s something I still don’t understand.”

			“What is it?” asked death without taking its eyes off the television.

			“Why did you bring me here?” 

			“Pass me the remote,” said death.

			“Why me? Why now?”

			“Can’t you just pass me the remote control? Please,” insisted death. “The time comes for everyone sooner or later. There’s nothing I can do about it.” 

			“You’re wrong. It wasn’t my time,” he replied.

			“What could you know about death?” it asked wryly.

			“I know you scuttle about at night and hide in the mornings. I know that you’re ashamed of what you do but that you also don’t have any real problems with it.”

			Death rose to its feet.

			“Are you challenging me?” asked death, enraged.

			I remained hidden, trying not to make any noise so that they wouldn’t see me. In a moment of distraction, death looked straight into my eyes.

			I woke up.

			I looked through the small openings of the closed blinds at the awakening of another meaningless morning in a city with no ambition. The weather was rough.

			I put on my everyday tie and left through the glass entrance of my building on my way to work. 

			



			I was three minutes late. Mr. King was waiting for me in the office.

			“Spaulding, could I have a word?” he pounced on me with his stuck-up managerial look.

			“Yes, of course. Let me settle in for a moment and I’ll be right with you,” I replied politely.

			“I don’t have all day.”

			I hung my jacket on the coat rack.

			“I’m listening.”

			“Let’s see, Spaulding, let’s try and see if you can understand me. This isn’t a shopping mall. You can’t just come and go as you please here. There are timetables and rules that you’ve got to respect.”

			“I totally understand, but today...” he interrupted me.

			“Imagine if we all acted like you. It just wouldn’t work. You’ve got to see this enterprise as a wheel where one gear turns, and that gear moves another, and so on. If I take one of those gears out, what happens?”

			“I sincerely apologize, Mr. King.”

			“You’re not answering my question. What happens if I take out one of the gears?”

			“The wheel stops moving,” I replied.

			“See, Spaulding? You’re no idiot.”

			“I won’t be late again, Mr. King, I promise,” I said, thinking of smacking him over the head with the iron chair by my side.

			“I don’t want to have to talk about this again. Can you do that for me?”

			“Yes, don’t worry. I’ll stay a little longer today,” I finished.

			“Whatever you say, Spaulding, whatever you say,” he replied as he left my office.

			



			I left work on my way to the train station with the sun disappearing behind the row of buildings skirting a highway full of cars filled with stagnant, forgotten dreams. A row of red lights flashed from the traffic. This was the time for drudgery, the slow and arduous return home.

			I remembered that I had to walk a few hundred meters more to pay the bills that were two months overdue. I barely had the money to pay the damn debt.

			I sat in the last carriage of the train. I looked at everyone’s faces inside, looking for death. But I couldn’t find it. If I were to come across it someday in some station in some district of some city, I’d gouge its eyes out.

			The people around me looked tired, completely worn out. The final hours of the evening was the worst time to go home. In winter it was cold and dark, in summer the sun blinded and the long day’s heat boiled. 

			I thought someday I might be able to choose my own work schedule. I’d get promoted and earn more money, become independent, maybe. I wouldn’t have to wear one of those ridiculous silk ties ever again. I wouldn’t have to bite my tongue whenever Mr. King spoke. 

			The train pulled up to my stop. I endured the ten blocks separating the station from my home. 

			The black cloud-covered sky carried the grieving of five friends. Behind the high buildings, several flashes of lightning foretold a storm that would break in no more than ten seconds. I felt the heavy rain fall from up above. In the span of just a few minutes, the water ran down the walkways and overflowed in the corners; I made a run for it. I jumped through the puddles, seeing a curtain of water fall in front of my eyes, trying not to slip on the glossy paving stones. 

			I arrived at the glass door of my building completely drenched. My white shirt looked transparent and my hair was flat, inundated to the roots. Over the short distance, my shoes had filled with water, so now, with every step, I could hear my feet squelching every last particle beneath them, causing a strange noise. I went up the air-conditioned elevator, shivering from the cold.

			I walked into my home and saw the photo that hangs from the white appliance. The strong wind whistling through the kitchen window had knocked it to the floor. I picked it up with my wet hands. I looked at my friend’s face. I looked at it thoroughly. I remembered every piece of his face, his laughter and his features. I wanted to speak with him there and then, I didn’t want to count on Catholicism or the like for me to die and find myself in the great beyond. I wanted him with me now, as he had always been.

			“Hey, buddy. How’s it going?”

			But he wasn’t here anymore. 

			I opened my eyes. It was time to go to work. It was Wednesday. There were still two days of work left this week. Breakfast at six in the morning was never my thing. That strange feeling that everyone is sleeping while you’re being forced to go out into the world, to some ridiculous obligation.

			Back in my white cubicle with white walls and an obnoxious white tube light that shamefully illuminates the silver sign bearing my name, I had to wait until it was time to return home to take off my silk tie, to my freedom, to be myself. 

			“Good morning, Mr. King.”

			Mr. King walked right past me. He didn’t even look at me. I preferred this to him coming over to say hello. It was too early in the morning to fake any sort of kindness.

			That particular day was endless, the hours just would not pass. I looked at the clock and noticed the hands moving very slowly. I can swear that at times they stood still, paralyzed in the endlessness of a life without meaning.

			



			I took the train back. 

			People came into the carriage through the sliding doors, almost asleep. I imagined that every single person I saw on that train on a daily basis had a Mr. King to deal with when they got to work. There was a quota of annoyance in each of the faces that traveled with me going back and forth with no way off. But there was a face that was unclear; only a dark shadow and something akin to facial features could be distinguished, but far from being human.

			Was I delirious? Hallucinating entirely? Or was I the only one in this carriage who had noticed the presence of dreaded death itself?

			The people seemed to still be in their own worlds. Some read the newspaper, some listened to music, and others, like me, looked out of the window at the grey cement of the street.

			But I had known that peculiar dream. I had seen it. I had seen its face and its expression in a fateful dream —some dreams it could take years to wake up from.

			I decided not to reveal myself and to follow what I suspected to be death to its abode. If this was who had taken my friend, I’d have to do something, I wouldn’t leave such an act unpunished.

			Its black suit, which flowed all the way to the ground, was not difficult to keep track of amidst the unfamiliar crowd passing by the train station. 

			I followed it for a few blocks, several meters behind it. 

			It reached its home. It was the house from my dream.

			I saw it go in and close the heavy door as it passed through.

			I waited.

			I prudently approached the window and peeked inside.

			What would the house where death lives be like? It was completely normal. There was a kitchen with a refrigerator, a living room with an armchair and a television, and two bathrooms, one being for death and the other for visitors. There was a bed for it to sleep in and a small table for a lamp and its warm yet dim light that illuminated its nights spent reading. 

			But there was something there that other houses don’t have. 

			There were names written on everything. The bed, the lamp, the television, the fridge, the bathrooms, the ceilings, the floors, everything was proudly covered with names, millions of never-ending names that were tightly crammed into a twentieth-century house.

			I searched.

			His name was there, the name of my friend.

			I kicked down the door with my right leg.

			Death watched television on its couch. 

			I took off my silk tie.

			I took it from behind in a vengeful blow, grasped its neck with the tie, suffocated it violently and then broke its neck. 

			I had murdered it.

			



			I left its home feeling completely liberated.

			I went to the train station. There was still some yellow sunshine to be seen.

			The train was full of people. I made my way through the crowd and waited to get to my station. I walked to my building, went in and went to sleep without dinner.

			I crept quietly into a strange breezy night, on which a one-hundred-and-five-year-old woman would stop breathing, but would stay there, she would never leave. 

			Under a new moon, a middle-aged man would have a heart attack but no death would knock on his door.

			



			I woke up. I ate breakfast eagerly. Coffee at six o’clock in the morning can be very exciting.

			I got to work. I looked around. Something had changed. I had changed. It didn’t feel like the other days. I felt different. A pile over one meter high of sheets to photocopy eternally waited for me. It was past my clock-in time. I sat in my chair with my shoes on my desk and my shirt untucked, ready for Mr. King to come and fire me. I contemplated the silver sign with my name engraved in bronze. I had no doubt about who I was that day. 

			Douglas Spaulding. Yes, indeed. 

			I had killed death, I had taken its life with the silk tie around my neck.

		

	
		
			



			PLANET BLISS

		

	
		
			



			PLANE BLISS
PART I

			An explosion of pure velocity. 

			Then another. And another, even further away.

			A vast number of small lights drifting away towards infinity were visible to the naked eye. 

			Thousands of rockets blasted off.

			The dusk-bathed sky was filled with bright dots. They appeared stationary yet traveled as quickly as bolts of lightning. Metallic flares fled the Earth thrusting out fire, carrying millions of lives to a new world.

			This was a very special day indeed, it being the last one. The sole objective was to save all people, to take them away from this planet before the disaster struck us. 

			Humanity would be transferred directly to Galilei, the first man-made rotating space station in our solar system, similar in size to the moon. Located six hundred thousand miles away, the best homes there would have views of the rings of Saturn.

			The Enlightened City, as it was dubbed, had the capacity to house thirteen billion people. It had schools, plazas, avenues, and markets. We would have no wind nor grassland, but at least we’d see the sun once a day.

			We, beings of space, were the only ones capable of making the decision when we received the fateful news. 

			The final nightmare was given the name Osiris. A golden planet with a diameter of two and a half thousand miles. The backhand of the universe deriding our earthly ways. The newspapers called it the End of the World, the Father of All Catastrophe or the Warrior of Destruction.

			At that moment, I understood our power over all the other species, animals and insects. I finally understood what set us apart from them; it was space. We were always the only ones capable of taking us all, ferrying us through the cosmos and migrating someplace else. We wouldn’t just be burdened with our belongings, but also all our frustrations, our desires, our blame and our hope. We’d carry it all in an invisible backpack.

			What we left behind was a crumbling home. The great inventions and amplified industrialization of the last few decades had maximized the profits of many and progressively spoiled the soils and waters. Half of all animal species had gone to the gallows at the hands of our chemicals and foolish ambitions. Many of those species would remain extinct for eternity, the crime going entirely unpunished. 

			Now we’d see all those mistakes disappear. We’d received the gift of being able to sweep them under the rug. We’d turn the terrible news into something of a new beginning for us all. The move would redeem us. It would lift away our heavy guilt. The spectacle of disaster would take us beyond our imagination. To cleanse ourselves was the ultimate end.

			



			Gavin walked over.

			“General, we have already launched fifty percent of the ships. Twenty-three thousand, four hundred and fifty-six vessels in total have successfully crossed the atmosphere.”

			“Good, we’re just in time,” I said with some peace of mind. “The shadow of disaster is already looming in some of the countries to the east.” 

			I stuffed my hands into the pockets of the black raincoat I was wearing that afternoon. I took refuge within it for a few seconds. It had my initials embroidered in bronze on the inner lapel: SWM. 

			“The front-line rockets successfully rose to altitude and took the expected course. They’ve been on course for two hours and sixteen minutes,” said Gavin.

			“You mean the golden rockets?” I asked.

			“I don’t understand, General.”

			“The rich were on board those, weren’t they?”

			“Yes, sir. Affirmative.”

			“Bah, such a pity! To think that they might have been blown to pieces and yet they’ll be the first to arrive. What kind of justice have we created?”

			“Justice?” Gavin asked, not understanding.

			“Just a joke, Gavin. A little humor. Is your family already in line to board?”

			“Yes, General. I’ve just made sure of that. My daughter is a little frightened. She’s had a nightmare. She doesn’t trust space.”

			“Who would? A lunatic, a deranged being.” I watched a spark of ignition in the distance. 

			Another rocket was launched millions of miles towards the flawless, mighty Galilei. 

			A lengthy silence hung in the air.

			“Do you think we can be happy up there?” I asked Gavin, as I watched the events unfold.

			“I don’t know,” he replied. “I’ve barely had time to think about anything other than the evacuation these past months.” 

			Things had been alarming as of late. Especially since the dates had been brought forward with a rush towards madness as the countdown begun.

			Another takeoff nearby interrupted our conversation. The engines started expelling a warm wind and a cloud of dust covered us completely. 

			“You can go, Gavin,” I said in a daze, signaling that he could leave.

			Today was the day we were all to leave. There wouldn’t be a single person left behind.

			



			We, the hundreds of heroes who were part of the mission, would be taken to the space station by the mighty spaceship Mercury. 

			I had always felt that I could be a hero, but the opportunity had never presented itself before.

			The Mercury would be the last to leave. Each of us had a personal cabin on floors 300 to 311.

			We had to ensure the arrival of all the other ships and, if anything went wrong, we would be the first to sacrifice ourselves for the common good. 

			The ticking of the sharp hands of the clock threatened to chop us into pieces with each passing second. Once the golden planet came within a distance of fewer than seven million miles, we would become nourishment for space bacteria. The effects of the proximity would boil away the seas, scorch the vegetation and leave our land barren in less than a millionth of an instant.

			



			The rockets had been computerized and programmed by Dr. Barnard, who had designed a sophisticated control system. He worked from a glass-covered room on the small hill next to the cotton fields, where he had a panoramic view. That afternoon it would be used as our shelter from all the rumbling and the explosions. The sound of Chopin played inside, bathing the skies in art. On the door there hung a small wooden sign that said: Dreaming doesn’t cost a penny.

			You could see all the trails of the path to space from the glass. What you couldn’t see with the naked eye was our predator, which was slowly approaching at an explosive velocity. 

			The Launch Center, where the hundreds of metal platforms had been built, was located at a point in the world where the gigantic planet above our heads could not be seen. Physicists had determined that this was the closest location to the Equator, which would save humanity from the terrifying collision with its mortal enemy. But, as the hours passed, Osiris would be exposed with the rotation of the Earth.

			



			A countdown began a few feet away. I turned to watch it clearly.

			This time, from a side view, I clearly saw a ship take off from the terrestrial plain, which crumbled into the air as a great fire erupted mightily once again on the moonlit evening.

			Ever since I had dedicated myself to the field of space science, I had never had the opportunity to witness an event of such magnitude. The jet propulsion left me frozen to the spot. I suppose my proximity had something to do with the conception of the events. The onset of the red fires caused a powerful vibration on the ground as it floated for about ten seconds towards the sky, almost in slow motion, accelerating furiously yet slowly. Then it was a miracle flooded with light.

			It is awe-inspiring to have a mass weighing some millions of tons before your eyes making its way through gravity, sweeping away numbers and physics, dazzling everyone with the best lesson in magic that humanity could receive. 

			I could see the windows with faces peeking out, looking at it all for the last time.

			The molten rows of fire that had been left by the previous travelers up into the sky were hurled out of the way in thousands of pieces going in all directions, leaving other rows of fire that would be swept away by the next rocket. If one were to look into the distance, one could glimpse traces of these flying flames all over the land and air up to the very last lines of ascent, hundreds of miles away.

			



			I saw Gavin call me from afar. I made my way over to him as another nearby takeoff was taking place.

			“General, eighty percent of the rockets have been launched.”

			“Is that good news?”

			“I don’t know what to tell you, General. I think so. My family was on one of those. They’re already on their way to the space station.”

			“What did they give you, Gavin? A family model? An apartment? One storey? Two storeys?”

			“We were assigned a Class A house,” replied Gavin. “Two storeys. Two cars. Lots of clothes and perfume. You know Clara, she was delighted.”

			“We’ll be in the same district.” I had seen the lists a few months ago and knew how each of our homes had been assigned. 

			They had given me a choice between a huge mansion with a guest room or a deluxe apartment with several floors. I finally opted for a Class E studio, with no room to spare or unnecessary excess. If I were to start all over again, I would do it all as simply as possible.

			“We’re in Kepler IV, around the corner from a paper square,” Gavin said. “They say it’s like the squares here, you can hardly tell the difference.”

			I looked at a huge ombu tree before us. 

			“It’s going to be a different life up there,” I said, thinking of a life sealed away in the void.

			I looked at what was left of the pink sky. 

			“In less than an hour, we will have completed ninety percent of the mission, General.”

			“Gavin, Gavin... Haven’t you stopped to marvel at the spectacle unfolding under our noses?” I looked at the rockets traveling above us. White and yellow trails could be seen in the distance, moving vigorously and with great speed. “This world no longer has a future, let’s enjoy it while we can. We can still feel the wind on our faces. Take a good look at these fields because you will never see anything grow out of the ground again.” I looked him straight in the eye. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			Gavin didn’t answer, but he looked at the ombu tree.

			“We shall certainly miss this place like nowhere ever before.” There was a pause. “You can go, Gavin.” 

			Saving humanity was no small feat for a spectral sun-washed afternoon. We promptly complied with the emergency protocol that had been initiated weeks before. In a few hours, we would be in place to observe The Collision Ceremony, the moment when our beloved planet would come to an end, the bath of humility.

			The KAISER group, a well-known aircraft manufacturer, was in charge of implementing and supervising each flight leaving for the space station. It had also pointed out the advantage of conducting all launches on the same day in order to cut costs. The group had also suggested that the plan should be carried out on exactly the same day as when the gravitational pull of the golden planet would merge with ours, on the day of The Collision Ceremony. Humanity would thus feel rescued, saved at the last possible moment.

			The dreaded Osiris would make impact in a sort of climactic explosion for our old green and blue marble, while humanity, Earthlings, would watch safely at a distance.

			The hasty salvation program had to be set in motion after the rapidly approaching hulking mass of the space body had gained breakneck speed. The premature arrival of Osiris had made us all as fragile as a porcelain jar. 

			



			There was a strange smell at the Launch Center, a rather unfriendly breeze. The spherical shadow loomed in the distance. If we were to stay here, we would begin to feel an electrical tingling in our veins. Then our hair would stand on end. After several minutes we would feel less heavy, and by the time the golden planet was within three million miles, our planet would just be a black light that spins and spins on and on for all eternity. 

			We would watch it all from the windows of our white plastic rooms with red plastic flowers; watching the death of the planet in the distance, from as close as our cowardice allowed us, avoiding destiny, eluding nature and lore.

			The few people who remained breathing the air of that moment were about to step onto the platforms, leaving this ground forever. There were long queues in each of the lines. Small groups of people could be seen in the distance holding their numbered tickets, ready to board.

			We would abandon ship like a cowardly captain.

			The crowd continued to be jettisoned away by the millions every minute, sent on a journey of only a few hours. The sound of fiery engines never ceased.

			I took a moment to look again at the tiny lights in the sky, all human, blasted by our gunpowder, breaking records with our metal and logic. 

			I walked down the dirt streets to the glass room. I approached the control computer. 

			Dr. Barnard was in charge of everything that was unfolding at that very moment. 

			“General, we’re about to reach ninety-eight percent of people secured. So far, we haven’t had so much as the slightest flaw. We have about three thousand ships in the sky.”

			“Are you just going to talk numbers to me too?”

			“It’s a very successful mission, General,” Barnard continued.

			“We’re still down here. I will be the last to board the Mercury. Until then, I can’t talk about anything being successful.”

			“I guarantee you, General, that...” I interrupted him.

			“We could be blown to pieces. Implosion is still a possibility according to the skeptics among us.”

			“You’re not much of an optimist, are you?” 

			“I’m just being realistic,” I replied. “How are the ones who’ve arrived at the base doing?”

			“They’re getting into position, General. Waiting for the last ships to arrive.”

			“There’s something I don’t like about this Galilei,” I said pensively. “I don’t trust a place with no life, no nature. Who’s going to save us up there? It’ll just be us, some poor animals and a thick but feeble human wall that could never protect us from disaster.”

			“We’re on schedule to start the Mercury embarkation protocol. Shall I give the order, General?”

			“All those pets down here. Something’s wrong with all of this.” I put my hands in my pockets. “Yes, Gavin. Start the boarding of our ship.”

			



			From the glass room, the stars were visible in all their perfection. Among them, thousands of lights shone in their serenity.

			I felt, somehow, overwhelmed, anxious. 

			If this plan worked, it would be the first thing in my life that I had done well.

			An endless number of names and surnames were on the way to what we would call The New Age. It would be the generations to come that would change the state of human life and bring us towards our future among the stars. Everyone was on this voyage: grandparents, parents and children, all in their plastic capsules. And if they all managed to lead better lives, to save themselves from the disaster that would come in the next few hours, my mission in this life would be accomplished. I could uncork the bottle of champagne I’d packed, look out of the window in space at the grandeur of the oceans and the greenery, watching the unknown darkness that surrounded the planet. 

			I will miss my days on Earth, but when the time comes, slumped back in my armchair, I will close my eyes and celebrate by shouting as loudly as I can. My voice will be heard in all arms of the galaxy.

			



			Gavin ran over. Something was wrong.

			“A magneto short-circuited in the glass room, General,” he said, agitated.

			“How did that happen? Forget it, there’s no time for explanations.” I had to propel the situation towards a positive outcome. 

			We ran towards the hill. Explosions of fire accompanied us in the distance. I figured it couldn’t be so bad if they were still propelling lives through the atmosphere.

			Barnard had attempted the impossible, but an entire stage of the command controls was malfunctioning. The wooden sign had been turned to ash.

			“Gavin, how many rockets are left on the ground?” I launched myself into the infuriating problem.

			“Eight hundred and twenty-two in all, General.” 

			I looked Barnard straight in the eye.

			“How much longer to launch the eight hundred and twenty-two ships, Doctor?”

			“About twenty-five minutes.”

			“Good. Gavin, it’s time to send everyone to their posts. We have no more than an hour before the electricity seeps into our bodies. The Mercury has to be fully boarded and ready to launch in a quarter of an hour. Are the others ready?”

			“Yes, General. All ready to gain altitude.”

			Barnard gave the order.

			The remaining eight hundred and twenty-two ships would be taken out of our atmosphere in record time.

			



			Barnard orchestrated a wave of dramatic takeoffs as the shadow of fear slowly approached. There was no time for any delays or a change of plans.

			Suddenly, a horde of fiery lights appeared in the sky, moving away from what was left of the pink expanse that brought the inevitable night, towards the white point that shone from far, far away. Our faces and the world around us were filled with color, illuminated by the rockets lost in the stars, moving away from the giant planet that would destroy everything in its path.

			I transported myself back to a childhood Christmas.

			We had climbed the black iron spiral stairs to the top of the building. Grandfather held me in his arms as I looked in wonder at the colors and warm air of the moment. Fireworks fluoresced on the ceiling of the sky, illuminating the entire city. 

			“We’re almost there,” he said eagerly. 

			I stroked his beard, which my hands would play with and entangle without him noticing. We reached the terrace and looked out over the entire city. The wind was blowing strong. We could see the canopies of all the blocks below. The streets were full of people celebrating. Through the windows of the buildings, we could see whole families gathered together, sharing in the fullness of the energy typical of a holiday, when for just that day, everything seemed fine.

			“Now it’s your turn to make a wish,” said Grandfather, his face illuminated by the colors of the night.

			I looked at the stars and thought about what to ask for.

			“Take your time,” he added. “Think about it carefully because wishes always come true for those who believe.”

			I thought about what to ask for a second.

			“I wish I could save humanity,” I said aloud.

			“Then you’ll succeed,” Grandfather finished, pointing to the sky, laughing.

			I opened my eyes. The memory remained pure in my mind. 

			Gavin approached with the last rays of the sunlight.

			“General, we’ve now launched one hundred percent of the rockets.”

			“That’s welcome news,” I replied.

			“I’m afraid we have a problem.”

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“Well…”

			“Spit it out!”

			“It’s the Mercury. The magneto is short-circuited, General,” said Gavin.

			“What does that mean? Just say it already.”

			“The launch. It can only be done from the command controls,” Gavin concluded.

			“What do you mean?” I asked angrily.

			Barnard broke into the conversation.

			“At least one of us has to stay down here. The take-off can only be done manually from the glass room.”

			



			There would be just one person responsible for the entire operation, one person who would sacrifice everything to save all others.

			For a few seconds, I felt as if time stood still and my entire destiny shriveled and smoldered in a hurried response.

			“I’ll stay behind,” I declared without even thinking about it.

			“But, General, whoever stays behind will die. The planet, you know...” I interrupted him.

			“Gavin, I have no family. All those people up there,” I looked through the windows of the glass room to the top of the rocket. “I’m the one, I’ll stay. You need to be saved.”

			“General, you’re a hero.”

			The Mercury’s engines started. The fires shook what was left of the evening.

			“I’m getting out of here. A pleasure to work under your command, General. You have my respect for life. I’ve left everything ready for you to carry out the launch. You will have to pull this lever down when the countdown reaches zero,” said Barnard before leaving.

			“Get out of here, you damn wimp,” I said, patting him on the back. “I’ll be fine.”

			Dr. Barnard shook my hand and fled towards the stairs leading to the entrance of the metal platform. He left the glass room behind, struggling against the winds. He left the room as one leaves a pet in the cold rain, in a true act of cowardice.

			“Anything else I can do for you, General?”

			“You can take my champagne, Gavin. I was saving it to celebrate, but since I won’t be up there with you… You can do that. Celebrate a new beginning with your family. They deserve it. And tell your daughter that she’s got nothing to worry about.”

			“I will, General. I won’t forget what you’ve done for us. There’ll be a great avenue, the most important in all the city. It will have your name.”

			Gavin left me too. He disappeared like a mirage among the fields leading to the Mercury.

			I saw I was alone, stood before an overwhelmingly large object. 

			The last people from this planet were in there. The last lights bound for Galilei still shone in the sky.

			The flames and carburetion noises had ceased. The hubbub and the voices too. 

			I was no longer anyone’s general, I had no subordinate to turn to. If there were no other people, I had no name, no titles nor possessions. I had no mirrors in which to reflect myself.

			The engines gave the sound of a barrage of ignition. I looked up as far as I could, towards the small windows at the tip of the rocket, where the pilots were. I gestured to them with my thumb, indicating that everything was under control, that they could count on me.

			The countdown started.

			I ran over to the glass room.

			The machine announced: three, two, one, zero.

			I pulled down the lever.

			The heavy structure was released, and the entire platform collapsed, resulting in a colossal cloud of dirt and metal. 

			I went out into the wasteland, unable to see a thing.

			I imagined the passengers biting their fingernails nervously, holding on to their armrests, looking into the eyes of their lovers, holding hands... looking away, flying up into the sky.

			The intense explosion —as close as I had ever been to one— fired me through the air, flinging me against the hardest ground.

			I rose to my feet before such an imposing human invention.

			As the rocket rose, I remembered the wish I had made with Grandpa on the terrace. Its thrust pushed me towards the ground as it forced me to close my eyes, allowing me to see very little. 

			I raised my arms up high, waving to every child, mother, and father who had taken that last journey. 

			I shouted at them with all my strength: Goodbye! 

			I wished them luck in their next life as the universe’s playthings.

			I ran through the dirt streets, following the slow yet accelerating event unfolding in the sky. 

			I saluted and waved my arms as I ran along in my euphoria. 

			I watched over them until the insignificant Mercury was just a small light on its way to a larger light.

			



			The world now had one inhabitant. One person waiting for nature’s judgment. Suddenly, silence was the only thing that reigned in this place. There were no more opinions or facts. No offers, no jobs, no anything that had taken us so long to build. It all lay abandoned, forgotten in everyday limbo. But the mountains were still just as imposing, and the rivers even clearer. 

			The cities will sleep at last, if only for a while until disaster strikes. 

			The last person on Earth. Me.

			I was saddened to think that this feeling would be short-lived, just like my life and the life of this planet. I felt an incomparable ecstasy.

			On the other side of the world, hidden from the Launch Center, the shadow of the planet already covered half of the Earth. I felt my hair stand on end towards the east. My breath came in more frequent bursts. I realized that every second that passed was worth less than the next.

			



			In the last few hours, I walked the most fascinating paths in search of something new. I wandered in a straight line to learn a little more, to see a waterfall I had never seen or a flower that had never crossed my path. I saw buildings in the distance and as I looked at them I felt lighter. I was able to raise and lower my arms without even the slightest effort. 

			Like hundreds of pole stars, the last ships in sight served me as a reference to the heavens. One of those lights was supposed to be mine. Somewhere in the cosmos, Gavin would be uncorking my champagne and celebrating with his family.

			In a matter of minutes, all the passengers would be taken to safety and in a short time, they would lean out of their windows to contemplate the much-awaited Collision Ceremony, as originally envisaged by the KAISER group. 

			I suppose Gavin would not be looking forward to that moment, knowing that I had been left behind.

			I noticed there were no more lights in the sky, just the twinkling of a plastic city lost among the stars. 

			The voyages had arrived on time. The mission was a success. I assumed that everyone on the artificial Earth would be waiting for the crowning moment. Some did so with heartbreak and others with joy. 

			For most people, this was an opportunity to start anew. For a handful of people, the destruction of our home was a way to live out a new Independence Day. For others, an excuse to make the same mistakes.

			There was a slight rumbling in Japan. Osiris would be enticed by our gravity while thousands of miles away mankind would be looking through its windows at the fate of the planet, but something unexpected happened.

			An implosion in space.

			A truly powerful one.

			The little light that had turned and turned exploded into smithereens.

			The great Galilei scattered through the heavens.

			The shockwave generated a ball of reddish fire that spread in thousandths of a second throughout all visible space. 

			The pieces of metal could be clearly differentiated from the bodies of people flying everywhere.

			The space station, named after Galileo Galilei, the space station that would house nine billion people for years to come, was disintegrating in front of my eyes as multiple trails of smoke came out of the flying debris. Some of the pieces passed over our continents. The sky was flooded with small plastic meteorites drawn in by the mass of the exorbitant planet. I enjoyed the portrait with a bitter feeling of death, knowing the extinction of an entire species: mine.

			Human engineering was falling apart over my shoulders. 

			I thought about the people I knew. They were all on board. The human race had almost completely disappeared in a matter of seconds. There would be no one left to listen to our music, no one to paint beautiful pictures. The best literature would now rest forever in some drawer of an unknown writer. After I’m gone, language would also lose all value. 

			Will any God of any religion know what the word “Being” means when nothingness is all that remains?

			The rumbling approaching from Japan felt louder with each degree the Earth’s span. Some of the leaves on the trees were plucked off and flew up towards the heavens. An unimaginable number of horizontal and vertical rays, advancing in all directions, were visible in the distance. Rain that never touched the ground soaked my hair. 

			I presumed my time had come. This time I was not afraid.

			I felt happy for nature. It was she who was right. We are not better than any species, nor are we space beings. I don’t know who we were trying to fool this time.

			There was no redemption for us, the great usurpers. Not that we even deserved it.

			I stopped in front of the entire planet. I became able to see the circumference of our most savage predator.

			I adjusted my raincoat, closed the buttons one by one and gave the most important speech of my life.

			“Dream, create, project, plan pointing to the blueprints... if that’s what you want to call it, but know that the blueprints, your blueprints, aren’t precious gemstones. Because you will only see if there really is another way of living if they are flexible” I stopped to look at the vast sky and what was left of our species. “Never come to tell me that you have found the solution, that you hold it in your hands.”

			I looked at the non-existent crowd, I knew that many of my words were already dead.

			A golden white light absorbed me in the totality of the last explosion of pure velocity.

		

	
		
			



			PLANET BLISS
PART II

			Dad’s love was a love that couldn’t be measured in spoonfuls of honey. Nor could it be accurately calculated by counting the number of times he’d taken me to the Fun Fair. He worked there as an operator on some of the attractions. 

			Tuesdays were the only days he had off. He would spend the afternoon leading me by the hand through all of the games and lights just to see the flash of joy in my eyes. 

			Those days at the fair were our days. In the afternoon, Dad would buy me an ice cream cone. We waited to hear the music of the truck and when it sounded at a distance, we followed it with our ears, running among the people, pushing and making a place for ourselves towards the melody that the vehicle emitted as it slowly advanced, illuminating the asphalt path with reds and blues. 

			We were standing next to the white truck.

			“What flavor do you want today, kiddo?”

			I looked at Dad. He held me by the shoulders.

			“You can choose whatever you want,” he said.

			“Today I want... raspberry,” I said, looking at the illuminated sign.

			“A raspberry ice cream for the little girl!” shouted the ice cream man, as if someone behind him was taking the order. There was no one else there.

			I remember those wafer cones as if I were still holding one in my hand before savoring it with all my palate.

			



			At night, we would walk back to our small home in the trailer park at the edge of the city. Most of the times we stayed at the fair until all the lights went out, the games were closed, and the other employees started to pick up their stands. This time we left as the sun went down. Dad had a new night job. He had been called by the USN to take part in a secret mission. That was all we knew so far. 

			We wandered down the illuminated sidewalk.

			“Are the stars far away, Daddy?” I asked in the silence of the dark.

			“Millions and millions of miles, sweetie,” answered Dad.

			“But why do they seem so close?”

			“Have you ever wondered how far away the Sun is?” he asked me.

			“Farther away than those stars,” I said, pointing to the sky.

			“Well, sweetie... the sun is a star.”

			“Really?” I asked in amazement.

			“Yes, of course it is. In fact, it’s the nearest star of them all.”

			A golden dot stood out from the rest of the darkness of space.

			“What about that star?” I asked intrigued.

			“That’s not a star, it’s a planet.”

			“What planet is it?”

			“It could be Venus... maybe Jupiter. I’m not sure.”

			We continued on our way home.

			



			I didn’t like Dad’s new job because we couldn’t eat dinner together anymore or read stories in my bed or sit on the couch after dinner to talk about a time when he was young.

			At first, the job only required a few hours, but as the months went by they increased. Without me being aware of it, Dad would work seven days a week molding the giant pieces of metal and working on the gunpowder that would save us in the future. 

			Dad would leave early at night with his bicycle, the stars lit up the streets guiding him to the warehouses outside the city.

			



			For years, we gingerly kept a glass vase where we put any spare change we had left over from the day. Sometimes it would be a few dollars, sometimes just a few cents. On the outside there was a small sign written in pencil, attached to the vase with tape, which read: Dreaming doesn’t cost a penny. 

			We thought that we would one day be able to use this change to travel to some unknown place and change our lives forever, to leave the trailer and Dad’s jobs behind and live in a new world.

			



			Most of the employees who worked in the warehouses had no idea what they were doing or for whom. They had heard rumors and had some suspicions, but there was no official statement... until the second day of February arrived. On that day Dad arrived home earlier than usual. He came into the house slamming the door and by the time I realized it, he was already at the foot of my bed.

			“Wake up, sweetheart! There’s something I’ve got to tell you. Come on, get up!”

			I had never seen that look in Dad’s eyes before. His eyes were full of hope.

			“What time is it?” I asked as I yawned.

			“Wait a second.” Dad ran to the kitchen to look for the jar of coins we were keeping. He clasped it tightly in his hands. 

			The day had come.

			“We’re leaving, kid. We’re leaving forever.”

			“But where? What’s going on?”

			“You’ll see. It’s all over the news, on the radio. They’re talking about it everywhere.”

			I looked through the curtain of my room towards the street and saw several of the neighbors come out of their houses, agitated.

			“Come on, get up right away.” Dad pointed out of the window towards the street. “There’s the Mackenzies. I’m going to talk to them. And look, the Simmons have come out too.”

			Dad left the house. I saw him between my curtains hugging Kelly Mackenzie. Some of the neighbors looked very distressed. They were pointing to the sky.

			“Can you see it?” asked Kelly.

			“No, I don’t see it,” answered her husband, Peter.

			“Do we have to wait until the night before we can see it?” asked Robin Simmons, who had just left his house after hearing the big news on her giant state-of-the-art television.

			“Maybe. It was night time when we saw it the other day. It’s bright and golden,” Dad added.

			“They said on the radio that it’s six hundred times the size of the Earth. Could that be possible?” asked Daniel Simmons without waiting for a proper answer.

			“Oh, my God! We’re done for. We’re all dead,” exclaimed Kelly Mackenzie.

			“They’ve already got a city built in space, they’ve got it all figured out. Galilei, they call it. There’s nothing to worry about,” said Dad with hope, trying to alleviate the uncertainty that surrounded them all that historic morning.

			“Living in space?! This can’t be true. It can’t be happening!” shouted Kelly Mackenzie, holding her head with both hands.

			“Let’s go home,” said her husband. “We have nothing to worry about. For now, it’s just conjecture... silly rumors so far.”

			The Mackenzies walked quietly back home.

			“Let’s go watch the news, sweetheart,” said Dad, grasping my hand.

			



			I turned on the small TV in the kitchen. Every channel said the same thing, and I remember this word because it was all I heard until the day of the launches, the word of fear: Osiris.

			“What exactly is going to happen to this planet?” I asked Dad with a strange feeling running through my veins as I tuned into the different news channels.

			“Leave the remote on the table, sweetheart. And listen to me carefully.”

			I left the remote on the table and paid attention to Dad.

			“Remember when we read that book about dinosaurs?”

			“Yes, the one with the asteroid?”

			“That’s the one. Now, something similar is about to happen.”

			“Is a meteor going to hit Earth?”

			“It’s not a meteor this time, it’s a planet. They call it Osiris.” 

			“I’m scared,” I said.

			“There’s no need to be scared. It will be spectacular. It’s a pity we can’t appreciate it from down here.”

			Dad reassured me.

			



			After a while, Dad would work both day and night. He would cycle several miles to the warehouses, looking at all the stars shining high up above. He wondered where in the universe this Galilei that they constantly talked about in the news would be. The most luxurious passes were already on the market, with the rich and famous having reserved extraordinary apartments and family-style homes with polyester nylon grass and plastic wooden fences.

			



			The day when we received our numbered tickets came. The flights to Galilei would be operated by KAISER. 

			Our rocket was on the last set of takeoffs. We would travel with other working-class families.

			At the sound of the shift change siren, with the sun rising behind him, Dad cycled hard until he got home. He thought of me, of the life he could give me, he thought of how he would no longer have to leave the house at night and return at dawn, he thought of a new opportunity to become someone he had never known. He also thought of how there would no longer be such a thing as the dawn. 

			He carefully held all the faith he had always searched for in his hands, and now was the time to dream of the future, to finally plan out a life with no gravity.

			He came into the house in a state of euphoria.

			“We’ve got the tickets, we’ve got the tickets!”

			I shouted with happiness. I ran to the kitchen.

			“What did they give us?” I asked eagerly.

			Dad quickly read the papers he’d been given.

			“It’s a Class E dwelling.”

			“What else does it say?”

			“Our own house, all ours!”

			“When does it take off?” I asked.

			“We’ve got to board next week. It’s all here! They’ll pick us up and take us to the Launch Center where our rocket is.”

			“Next week? But what about school?”

			“There won’t be any more Earth schools, starting next week you’ll be going to classes at a school in the Enlightened City.” 

			“What about your work? Won’t you need to go to work at night anymore?”

			“Starting next week we won’t have any more days and nights, it will all be part of a brand new era, sweetheart.”

			Dad read the additional documents.

			“It says here that I’ll work three times a week, doing four-hour shifts,” he continued reading. “And look! We’re next to a paper square.”

			“What’s a paper square?”

			“I don’t know, sweetheart, I really don’t know,” said Dad laughing. “But it sounds fun, doesn’t it?”

			“Will the Mackenzies and the Simmons be coming with us too?”

			“Of course they will. There’s a rocket for everyone on this planet. In every house in every country, at this very moment, people are reading their tickets. All of humanity is opening the mail and receiving their destiny.”

			We left the kitchen hand-in-hand and I soon felt the intense sunlight on my eyelids. We walked out to the quiet, deserted street. Dad got down on his knees and held me by the shoulders.

			“Can you see it?” he asked, pointing to the golden planet.

			The planet that was once a bright star-like dot now looked like a small yet significantly sized sphere.

			“It’s an interstellar planet,” Dad added.

			“What does that mean?”

			“That it comes from far away, from a forgotten galaxy.”

			I wondered how forgotten a galaxy could be.

			



			There was still a week left on Earth. Seven days. Then everything would be a complex memory. 

			We decided to make the most out of our last minutes, remembering that the clocks would be stopped in the morning on the day of the launches.

			It was announced that there would be a full moon on Monday. It would be the last one we would see from down here. That Monday night we took a plaid tablecloth and placed it on the lawn in front of our trailer. 

			Dad cooked some vegetables on the fire. As we ate, we waved to the Simmons who went out to walk their dog as they did every night. But tonight something on their faces seemed different, worried, perhaps.

			We laid on our backs to look up at our future home. That night Galilei seemed closer than ever.

			“Dad, can we use our change up there?”

			“Of course not,” said Dad very firmly.

			“Then why have we kept it for so long?”

			There was silence. Dad didn’t answer.

			



			We were five days away from the date of the launches and the air felt different, heavier. 

			The stores were all closed. People would no longer go to work. Money lay scattered in the streets, swept along by a wind that would never blow again. An economic restructuring had been announced that would no longer be based on numbers or quantifiable amounts. They had created a digital system to redistribute assets in space.

			Osiris was there to be heard around every corner, in every bar, and in every town square. All that anybody talked about was the dreaded planet that would collide with the pacific chaos.

			For a few hours, it was impossible to have any visible contact with it, but when it appeared above our homes, all we could do was look at it, endlessly stare at it.

			It was a cloudy day and I was planting flowers at home with Dad. We had two baskets full of violets and hydrangeas.

			You couldn’t see the skies. The black clouds covered the enormity of Osiris.

			Dad explained to me how to transplant them so that they wouldn’t suffer during the process.

			“Touch its roots. Feel them with your hands.”

			Dad took one of the little pots and exposed the body of the beautiful plant. Then he passed it to me, hand to hand.

			“Now put its roots gently into the soil,” Dad explained.

			“Should I cover it all?” I asked.

			“Of course,” he replied. “Get that soil from over there.”

			We covered the flower with earth.

			“Do you know something, sweetheart?”

			“What is it?” I asked with my hands full of dirt as I put down the spade.

			“It’s a real shame that these hydrangeas will never get to see next spring.”

			“Maybe they will,” I replied with a touch of fantasy, imagining for a second that everything would be fine.

			The sky cleared. What I thought was the usual sun illuminating our gardens was actually the intense reflection of the planet that would strike us head-on.

			Dad couldn’t take his eyes off the planet. Its golden rays invited us to admire it forever.

			It illuminated us for the rest of the afternoon while some of our neighbors went out to contemplate the evening light and the strange orange reflection emanating from the planet.

			We made the most of the opportunity to continue decorating the front of the house with roses and violets.

			“Will you miss the fair?” I asked.

			“Do you want us to go tomorrow afternoon?”

			“Can we run to the ice-cream truck and stay late at night?”

			“Of course we can. I’ll buy you two flavors and we’ll stay until the lights go out and the games close.”

			We both knew that the fair had closed weeks ago.

			



			With each passing day, Osiris looked ever bigger and its relief and different colors could be clearly seen. 

			We carried a strange feeling of attachment and abandonment with us wherever we went. What now appeared before our eyes scared us, as we knew that it would eventually destroy all the beauty of this world... even so, we liked to watch it, toying with our time. It was like waiting and lying on the tracks for a train to come before moving out of the way at the very last moment.

			The radio and television programs that were still broadcasting were commenting on the decision to house nine billion people in a city in space. Some skeptics claimed that this was impossible and that there was no way of avoiding an implosion. Others argued that the different sections and wings of the space station were what made such an extraordinary human invention possible.

			Personally, I could only feel hope, the same hope that Dad had given me.

			



			The end of classes on Earth was announced. We would be assigned our space school register that same day. We would be the first children in history to have classes off the planet.

			The last day of school arrived. The closing bell rang, but no one went home. Teachers, students and principals all wanted to stay for at least a few more hours, stretch out the time and remember old stories. 

			I greeted everyone with the strange feeling that nothing of what had always happened, of what we were accustomed to experiencing, would ever happen again. Our green uniforms with yellow crests would be abandoned in the disaster and, with them, all the school textbooks with their absurd universal knowledge that would no longer apply to the rest of the universe.

			That afternoon, before leaving, I looked at the ombu tree that had danced in front of our classroom for years. I looked at the stars and daydreamed for a moment that the alien planet was farther away than before as if by the work of some God, the Earth had been sheltered and we had been given a second chance. But none of that happened. I looked at it. The planet was twice the size since the last time I had seen it in its entirety. 

			“I’ll miss you,” I confessed to the ombu tree in a quiet voice. I left without saying a word to anyone.

			



			There was only one day left before the community transports would be sent to pick up every single person who lived in every single block of every single city in every single country and take us all to the Launch Center that had been shown on the TV. 

			We cleaned the house as if we were about to give it to a new family. A family full of fury, fire and disaster that would demolish the place in a fraction of a second.

			Dad reminded me of the day we first arrived at our house and how excited I was to have our tiny garden lawn. 

			We packed our bags with the little we were allowed on board. I saw Dad take the jar of coins and put it in his carry-on bag. 

			In the afternoon we went to the cemetery to visit my grandparents. Dad cried and apologized. He explained that he couldn’t take them with us but that he would carry them in his heart until the day he died.

			We left a few heavenly pansies behind on the grass, which covered their peace.

			“Did I tell you about the time your grandparents gave their lives for me?” Dad asked as he laid the flowers carefully.

			“No, never,” I replied attentively.

			“They did it a minute a day, almost without realizing it.”

			There was a flash of lightning, but no storm was approaching.

			



			We arrived home on the way back from the cemetery, but it no longer felt like home. It was rather a dwelling or a stopping point where we had grown up one day, dreaming of being better. 

			This would be our last night with oxygen and gravity, with that distinctive sound of the crickets.

			“I’d like to have a huge salad,” I said as we came into the kitchen.

			“With tomatoes and avocado,” Dad replied immediately.

			“Lettuce, carrots and eggplant,” I added.

			“Olive oil.”

			“And a little lemon,” I concluded.

			



			We had dinner with wooden cutlery looking out of the window at our neighbors’ houses. The Mackenzies dined by candlelight to the sound of classical music. The Moores had gone out in their car at sunset and the Simmons were walking their dog. 

			There was no place for pets in the rockets and that was why they were so depressed. We had seen them hug their dog in the square the evening before. They whispered in his ear as if he were a child they were abandoning on a slowly sinking ship. 

			We talked nonstop during that dinner.

			“And what was the world like when you were a kid?”

			“Totally different from the world you know today.”

			“Different? How?”

			“There weren’t so many of us. The food was better, it was real food, not like those carrot sticks or chicken gel you get in the stores today. We had seas and beaches for summer vacations and snow-covered mountains with streams and rivers in the winter.”

			“Did you get to see the snow?”

			“Of course I did,” Dad replied.

			“Did you touch it with your own hands?”

			“Yes, sweetheart. We had snow three months a year. It was normal for us. Just like the beaches.”

			“They weren’t dried out when you were a kid?”

			“No. The tide came up to the top of the coast. You should have seen the waves that knocked people down on the shore.”

			“I can only imagine. What else changed?”

			“There wasn’t that much technology and we only had to look into each other’s eyes to get to know each other. We didn’t have much information and we barely communicated with each other... but the ice-cream truck was exactly the same as it is today. I used to run next to it with the kids from the neighborhood up to the corner before it turned around the bend. Your grandmother would let me go as far as that, but I wasn’t allowed to cross the main street.”

			“Was there traffic?”

			Dad laughed.

			“No, none at all. We rode our bikes everywhere. I used this same bike when I was your age.” Dad pointed to his old discolored blue bike.

			“The bike you go to work with every day?” I asked in amazement.

			“That’s right. This one. Your grandfather gave it to me when I got my first day job.” 

			“Can you take me for a ride like when I was a little girl?”

			“But you’re still a little girl. Come on! Of course I can.”

			We walked through the clear night and heard the sounds of a neighborhood that was about to shut its doors forever.

			I sat on the bike frame as Dad surrounded me with his protective arms.

			“Now it’s just you and me, sweetheart.”

			“And space, Dad,” I added.

			“Of course, and space,” Dad concluded.

			We were joined by a gentle breeze on our faces. It reminded us that we were still at home, out of all the danger of space, that gravity still kept us on our feet.

			We went back home. 

			“One last lap around the block?” he asked restlessly.

			“Yes! One last lap,” I shouted with joy.

			We left the house, propelled by the slope.

			“Next stop, the Moon!” exclaimed Dad.

			



			We returned to see the Simmons walking out of their house with their dog. We approached them.

			“How’s your last night at home treating you?” Dad asked.

			“It isn’t. We won’t be traveling tomorrow,” said Daniel Simmons looking at his wife.

			“What? Why? What happened?”

			“We’re staying with Otto,” said Robin Simmons with a smile.

			“The dog?”

			“We can’t leave him down here,” she said.

			“Not after fourteen years,” he concluded.

			“But everyone is leaving their pets behind, there’s no other way,” said Dad.

			“Of course there is,” he replied.

			“We’re a family,” she said. “What kind of person would abandon a family member so heartlessly?”

			“That’s right, we’re family,” he added, turning to her.

			“A family of three,” concluded Robin Simmons, kissing the dog on its head.

			



			It was very difficult to get to sleep on that last night. 

			I woke up at five in the morning and saw the first rays of sunshine coming in through the bathroom window. At the other end of the house, the heartbreaking sight of Osiris drained me of my breath. It was still millions of miles away, yet it seemed so close. It covered much of the sky. Little by little, we would stop seeing it from down here. It would disappear with the rotation of our planet, and by the time we were due to board our rocket, it would no longer be above us.

			In a few hours, they would come looking for us. And in no time at all, we would get to see the rockets I had imagined for so long. It was like the final day of a holiday, the day when you say goodbye to someone and soak your skin with their name so that you never forget them.

			



			As per the regulations, the clocks would stop ticking at ten o’clock in the morning. Their hands would be paralyzed by a society no longer governed by a twenty-four-hour cycle. The number sixty would no longer be synonymous with a completed rotation. 

			Until we got to Galilei we would have neither hours nor minutes, and once there, they would explain to us how the new clocks worked, with a system that we did not yet understand, but which would dictate our time for centuries to come.

			When it was nine o’clock and fifty-nine minutes, I sat down with Dad in the kitchen to look at the white clock that had been hanging on the wall since I was born and Mom had left. Recorded somewhere in my memory there still lingers each and every one of the ticks and tocks made by the second hand when it moved. It was this clock that would let me know if Dad was coming home from work or if it was time for the Fun Fair to open.

			The second hand advanced along with the minute hand and then the hour hand finally moved, marking ten o’clock in the morning. 

			We looked at each other.

			“What do we do now?” I asked.

			“Get the clock down for me, sweetheart.”

			I grabbed a chair and stood on it to take the clock off the wall.

			“Want to know something?” said Dad.

			“What?” I asked.

			“I always dreamed of stopping all the clocks in the world. Now it will always be ten o’clock in the morning on planet Earth.”

			And Dad, in a fantastic gesture, removed the batteries from the clock, stopping time all over the planet.

			



			We closed our two little suitcases. We looked around the house and checked every drawer so as not to leave anything behind. 

			I decided to turn on the television. I was curious about what would be broadcast on a day like today. I was astonished to see that all the channels were broadcasting the same signal. You could see a gray background with a message crisscrossed by a rainbow that said: Goodbye forever planet Earth!

			We sat in front of the house in our wooden deckchairs watching the last broken daily routine. Although the colors were the same, I can swear they felt different. It was the same with smells and sounds; they all belonged to my block, but this was no longer my neighborhood. 

			I missed the place without even leaving it. We sat without saying a word until the Moores came out of their house and approached to calm their fears.

			“They say that we won’t be able to see it soon,” said Barbara Moore.

			“That’s right. Can you imagine how scary it would be if they had decided to do the launches in Japan”? Dad asked.

			“It’s really rather lucky that they chose a city just a few hundred miles from our homes for the rocket launches, isn’t it?” added Kelly Mackenzie.

			“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” I said to engage with the adults.

			“We’ve just finished packing our bags,” said Dad to take our minds off of things, even for just a short moment.

			“We’ve had them packed for a few days. Imagine if they decided to bring the date or time forward. We had to be prepared,” said Paul Moore with conviction.

			“You never know what might happen,” his wife added.

			“Well, in all fairness, everything seems to be going according to plan today. They’re going to pick us up in a few...” Dad looked at his watch... “Well, I don’t know exactly how long it will take, but when the sirens go off at full blast, we’ll be here waiting for our transport.” 

			The Mackenzies and the Moores headed back home.

			We spent a minute in silence before Dad leapt out of the garden chair.

			“My cassette!” he announced suddenly.

			“Dad, where are you going?” I asked.

			“I can’t believe I almost forgot my old TDK,” he said as he stepped into the house.

			He emerged quickly with a compact music cassette in his hand.

			“I used to listen to this all day when I was a kid. Back then, tape cassettes were very common and there was a player in every house,” he told me enthusiastically.

			“Do we have time to listen to it?” I asked without knowing the schedule.

			“Let’s have a look around for the player before the sirens sound,” exclaimed Dad entering the house once again.

			It must have been around noon of a day that wouldn’t be whole. 

			Dad came out with an old battery-powered device that he placed on the grass.

			“Which side is it on?” I asked with the cassette in my hand.

			“A side,” he replied.

			I put the old cassette in the player.

			The song resonated like it never had before in Dad’s ears and filtered out of his eyes in the form of tears.

			


			“…nothing lasts forever but the earth and sky,

			It slips away.

			And all your money won’t another minute buy,

			Dust in the wind…”

			


			The sirens sounded at full volume, like the heralding of an apocalypse.

			Suddenly I felt a knot in my stomach similar to the one you get when your name is called for a school exam.

			We were completely ready with our suitcases at the door and our souls in suspense, ready to take the transport that would take us to the cotton fields where the forty-six thousand nine hundred and twelve rockets would carry the human race to a new life in the hands of the indestructible Galilei.

			We went out on the street with all our belongings. You could see each and every one of the families with their suitcases on the edge of the sidewalk up to the end of the block.

			The sirens stopped.

			The Simmons approached with their dog.

			“We just wanted to say goodbye and wish you a good trip,” said Robin Simmons as she stretched her hand out to shake Dad’s.

			“Are you sure you want to stay down here?” Dad asked.

			“It’s a decision we made a long time ago,” she replied.

			Their dog was panting in peace and fellowship, a baby in the hands of its parents.

			“Then we wish you luck down here. I hope you enjoy the show,” said Dad.

			“We will. There’s some...” Robin looked at her watch.... “six or seven hours before gravity starts to be affected.”

			“Haven’t you stopped your clocks?” Dad asked in surprise.

			“Of course not. Have you?” answered Daniel Simmons.

			“Of course,” replied Dad.

			“Look at it up there,” said Daniel pointing upwards. “We can almost see its rocks and forms, can’t we?”

			“I can’t look at it anymore. It hurts,” she added.

			The remarkable Osiris threatened from a distance that was shrinking with every turn of the Earth.

			“Well, neighbors. I suppose this is goodbye forever,” said Dad.

			“I think you’re right,” answered Robin.

			“We’ll be watching over you from down here,” said Daniel Simmons as he patted Dad on the shoulder.

			“And we’ll be watching over you from up there,” Dad concluded.

			We made the most of the final silence to look into each other’s eyes and for our souls to say goodbye.

			“I wonder if I could ask you one last favor.”

			“Whatever you need,” answered Daniel.

			“I was wondering if you could water our hydrangeas this afternoon. They could use a little more water.”

			“Consider it done, neighbor.”

			We said goodbye to the Simmons as if we were going to see them again someday, walking their dog on the sidewalk or leaving their house to take out the garbage at night, without giving a thought as to what awaited them.

			



			Hundreds of transportation vehicles arrived in the neighborhood for the residents of each block. We got onto our vehicle where the Mackenzies were already talking to the Moores.

			“We were given a Class B apartment, because of Peter’s work, you see,” explained Kelly Mackenzie to the Moores as soon as we opened the door.

			“We asked if they could change our district since the school they assigned to the kids was about seventy floors away from the one they had assigned us.”

			We entered the transport.

			“Hello. Good morning,” said Dad as we settled into our assigned seats.

			We stopped at the house after ours, the Simmons’ house.

			“Do you think they’ll come, Dad?” I asked quietly. 

			I couldn’t imagine them dying down here when the planet crashed against the pristine sky.

			“I don’t know, sweetheart. I really don’t think they’re coming. I think they had very much made up their minds.”

			We waited a long time for them. Then the door opened and they came out with their dog. They were stark naked, with not a scrap of clothing to cover their bodies. They passed right by the side of the transport and said one last thing to us.

			“Good luck in your next life as the universe’s playthings!” and they laughed as they walked away, holding hands. 

			As we drove along the road crowded with hundreds of other transports, one after another in an endless line, I watched the mighty Osiris challenge us for the last time, lodged between the sun and the Earth.

			“Dad, it’s almost completely gone.”

			Dad looked out of the little window and up to the sky. On the horizon, in the distance, it moved at thousands of miles per hour towards our most peaceful of oceans.

			“I suppose the next time we see it will be from our new home.”

			“Wave to it, Dad. We don’t want it to be angry with us, do we?”

			We waved to it from the distance of the road.

			



			As we traveled along the path, we approached the fields where all the takeoffs would take place.

			With a few miles to go, the tops of the nearest rockets came into sight. I had never seen one before and from the moment we were given the tickets I couldn’t help but imagine what they would be like. 

			I had read some stories about space at school, and pictured them in my deepest of dreams. Some of my classmates had the opportunity to travel with their wealthy families to a space base overlooking the North Pole or the Moon, and had taken rockets more than once. I remember Eli McGregor telling us about the takeoff and the dashboards of light he had seen when he went on vacation two hundred and fifty thousand miles away.

			The silence inside the vehicle was broken.

			“I wonder when we will begin to feel the changes on our planet,” said Paul Moore.

			“The scientists on TV said we’d take off before our gravity was compromised. I don’t think we’ll feel anything unusual,” Dad added to reassure us.

			“I hope so. I wouldn’t want to be here when the changes start to happen,” said Kelly Mackenzie, imagining all kinds of physical alterations.

			“I think flying would be kind of fun,” I thought for a second. “Will the Simmons be able to fly because of the changes, Dad?”

			“Sure, sweetheart, they’ll probably be able to,” Dad laughed.

			“I’ve been told that water tastes different in space,” added Lawrence, who lived three houses away from us.

			“It’s because they make it up there,” said Peter Mackenzie.

			“You can make water?” I asked in amazement.

			“Of course you can,” answered Lawrence. “It’s a somewhat dangerous process, but it’s possible.”

			“And how do you make it?” I asked.

			“It’s called synthesis. You have to mix together the elements it’s made of and... hey presto! You’ve got water.”

			“Isn’t it dangerous to drink it?” asked Kelly Mackenzie.

			“Well... it’s the only water we’ll have,” answered Lawrence.

			“Water made in space sounds just as absurd as those paper squares,” said Paul Moore, and no one added a word. Everyone remained staring out of their windows at the green of the horizon.

			We finally arrived at the Launch Center where more than forty-six thousand rockets were waiting to take off. On the other side of the world, out of sight, was the golden planet.

			I had never seen human infrastructure like it before. People of all nationalities were in the same place. Posters indicating the numbers of the rows and the gates of each rocket had been engraved in more than fifty languages. Each person held their precious ticket in hand, looking at the documentation and the seat number that had been given to them for the journey.

			



			We waved to the Mackenzies and the Moores.

			“We’ll see you up there,” we said, not knowing if that would actually happen. 

			We were no longer neighbors; now we would be neighbors to all humanity.

			It was just the two of us and space again.

			“What number are we, Dad?”

			“We’re forty-six million and... something.”

			“Then it’s that way,” I said, pointing to an arrow that led to a metal belt carrying hundreds of families to their rocket.

			Dad took out the ticket and read it thoroughly.

			“46585338, that’s me. And 46585339 is you. Remember that, sweetheart.”

			“46585339,” I repeated out loud.

			We rode on more than fifteen metallic belts and went through six tunnels until we reached our rocket. As we came out of the last tunnel, there it was, as high as a building, as breathtaking as one would think a vehicle to salvation would be. The strong metal had been engraved on a gigantic scale. In an intense matte black, it boasted the manufacturer and the number that identified it: KAISER C5-12.

			A long line of human beings out in the open air stood waiting to say goodbye to the planet. Little by little, they were being taken onto the rocket. The line advanced a few steps per minute. 

			We were now safe. There was no need to rush.

			“Come on, kid. There’s something we have to do before we get on board,” said Dad quietly.

			He took me by the hand and we walked side by side towards a small hill next to the cotton fields. The air was filled with the smells of fuel and ash from the engines. In the distance, hundreds of simultaneous takeoffs were being conducted from a glass room.

			On the ground, there was a deafening silence that announced the end of the summer.

			We looked as far as our eyes could see. Dad waited without saying a word for several minutes, then took out the jar of coins he had in his backpack. He held it tightly in his hands. We approached the edge of the cliff.

			“What are you doing?” I asked immediately.

			“We won’t need this where we’re going,” said Dad holding the jar in the air.

			“But...that’s everything we have.”

			“That’s how dreams work, sweetheart.”

			“How?”

			“You don’t always need to spend the money, sometimes it’s just enough to think that someday you’ll do something great with it,” he said, and in the same instant he threw the jar full of money with all his strength into the absolute emptiness. 

			A powerful explosion of pure velocity hundreds of miles away distracted us.

			“Look!” 

			We watched the rocket rise from the ground and leave our planet.

			“It’s so... so...” Dad was so shocked that he was unable to finish his sentence.

			The rocket hurled fascinating colors through the sky. The cloud of dust that it left behind followed it until it pierced the atmosphere and disappeared, as light headed towards infinity.

			The crowd witnessing the ascent suddenly began to applaud. It was the first of our ships to leave for the city in space, and the greatest feeling reigned over us was anticipation. Suddenly everything was euphoria and shouts of applause.

			“It’s really happening!” a woman cried.

			“It’s so much more amazing than I ever imagined,” confessed a tall man with a beard from one of the lines.

			Dad turned to me and lifted me on his shoulders so that I could see better.

			“In a few hours we’ll be on one just like that,” he said, looking up.

			“Where to?” I asked.

			“See that bright spot?” Dad asked, pointing to the space station above us.

			“Yes, I see it.”

			“That will be our home for decades to come. That’s where the rocket’s taking us.”

			“It seems like a long journey,” I said.

			“It is. But these ships can reach incredible speeds. There’s nothing to worry about,” Dad added. “In a matter of hours, we’ll be drinking freshly squeezed space-orange juice.”

			We went back to our rocket and got in line again.

			We stayed in it for over an hour until we reached the entrance gate. 

			It was our turn to enter.

			“Don’t touch anything once we’re inside.”

			“I won’t,” I replied.

			The gates opened and a metallic voice spoke.

			“Passenger 46585338 and passenger 46585339, three steps forward,” came a dielectric voice.

			We moved forward three steps and the gates shut behind us.

			We were inside C5-12. We didn’t seem to be moving and yet we were traveling in a sophisticated elevator at hundreds of miles per hour.

			As the elevator moved at full speed without our noticing, Dad said a few words.

			“Remember everything you’ve ever seen in your life. The smells, the sounds, the lights and the shadows of everything you ever touched. Remember the places you’ve been. Remember all that, sweetheart, because they are part of your past now. You must never forget that you come from here, from this wonderful planet. That you were raised with love under a blue roof and took your first steps in the green. Don’t forget that your food was fruit that fell from the trees and vegetables that grew in our ground.” The elevator stopped. “Remember the warmth of the sun on your forehead and the sound of cicadas at night. Remember the land of the most wonderful insects and animals you can ever see,” Dad paused. “Just remember all of this.” 

			The gates opened and a holographic sign with blues and greens showed us the way to our seats.

			“This is it,” I said to Dad when I saw our seat numbers at the top of our seats.

			“Right here,” Dad replied.

			We sat down and looked around us. Through the small window, you could see thousands of rockets lined up towards the horizon. 

			Dad placed our light luggage in the overhead compartment and sat down next to me. 

			“We did it, sweetheart,” said Dad in a relieved voice. “We did it!”

			We spent a few minutes in silence waiting for the noise of the fire that would carry us into space, away from all impact.

			I watched through the small window. If I was going to take one last picture of my planet, it wouldn’t have been this one. Millions of humans were entering the metal rockets while animals and insects took refuge awaiting an honorable death.

			



			I sank into a shared dream.

			Pieces of molten white plastic came towards me and slowly fell away into oblivion. A hundred electric peals of thunder rang out in the echo of the catastrophe as all souls struggled to survive in vain. There were screams and wails in my head just before I opened my eyes, startled.

			I woke up in my seat to the sound of the engines, drenched in sweat with the intense memory of an explosion and the image of bodies flying everywhere.

			“Dad, I had a dream,” I said loudly. “We arrived on Galilei, but everything was destroyed in a single second. It was so real. You were there.”

			“Me too,” said Dad. “I had the same dream.”

			The gold of Osiris illuminated the metal with fury.

		

	
		
			


			PLANET BLISS
PART III

			One hundred thousand days of sleep disappeared along with the tons of human bodies that flew through the heavens of space when fate turned into failure.

			The flawed Galilei, steered by a legion of flames, was plunged without gravity towards the deepest depths of the dark galaxy. Countless pieces of molten plastic were expelled from the center of the space station, having barely been boarded by desperate humans and flaming rockets whose metals had only just had their first experience of inertia.

			Eternal electrical thunderstorms appeared in the core of the apocalyptic storm, as the fiery Enlightened City broke into trillions of shards. Paper squares and schools that never taught were shattered into history in a matter of minutes. Streets and lanterns created for exiled humans could not withstand the lack of gravity to which they were subjected, and they yielded. Family homes with blue-painted skies burned and were blown into particles when the irreplaceable space station made its last turn towards the sun; like a directorial debut that would never reach cinemas.

			More than forty thousand rockets caressed the atmosphere of our Earth to be lost in the depths of a victory which was never celebrated. All humans had agreed for the only time in history, and their sole purpose was to carry out the most ambitious space mission of all time in order to survive.

			I can imagine them all screaming desperately for some god to hear them and save them from harm. But not even the gods could come to an agreement to determine which of them was the one true god.

			



			The hasty mission that had begun only a few months ago turned into disaster before my eyes. These were the only eyes that had survived the final earthly catastrophe. The only thing in this universe that had not been touched by human helplessness was my ship. Intact, it had managed to emerge from the colorful plastic flames when the implosion had become a reality.

			Billions of people on board, and only one survivor, one condemned to watch the end from solitude. 

			I will carry within me for centuries to come the last image of the planet that gave me my childhood.

			My new home after the disaster was a ship made of the strongest human metal built to escape and withstand any disaster. The KAISER M9-29, whose name was engraved on its exterior, had been assembled in the coldest climates on the planet, over the ice dunes and monstrous glaciers of Antarctica. Programmed for executing and evading any emergency situation, its two storeys of provisions and packaged food were all I needed to stay alive on the deck of the spaceship for decades. That, and some old works of literature whose thin pages might break as you leaf through them. 

			Up here, in the vastness of all that has no end, I absurdly continue to count time in days, hours, minutes and seconds. Not a single one of them goes by that does not memorialize that thunderous explosion.

			The whole day was a great disaster. A massive mistake. Beginning with a morning that would not pass noon. I still have my old clock, the hands of which are still fixed at ten o’clock. It sounds so absurd now.

			I woke up next to Daniele, as I had done for the last forty years in our country home, under the stars.

			“Are you awake?” I asked, eyes half-open.

			“I could barely sleep,” Daniele answered, her eyes closed and her head glued to the pillow.

			“It was a peaceful night, wasn’t it?” I added.

			Daniele opened her eyes and stared at me.

			“It was a rather strange night,” she paused briefly. “Do you know what time it is?”

			“I don’t know. It seems like eight o’clock... or about nine o’clock, perhaps,” I replied.

			“Probably before ten o’clock.”

			I woke myself up and got out of bed. I opened the curtains to see outside. I turned on the television, but there was no broadcasting. Instead, they televised a marquee with the same message on each channel. No matter what signal you tuned in to, you could only read: Goodbye forever planet Earth! A rainbow full of color and an absurd grey background crisscrossed behind the statement. 

			I thought it was a somewhat sarcastic way of leaving the planet. This was all we had to say to the being who had sheltered us for centuries and fed us since we were able to be fed. A simple, sad sign on television.

			There was total silence through the window. The plants and fields understood what was about to happen, just as we did. They could feel in their roots just how few moments were left for humans to leave and reach the forgotten silence, similar to how it feels to have an unwanted visitor who has overstayed their welcome and is just about to shut the door.

			



			I glanced at the sky before closing the curtains of the living room. I felt sheltered. I thought about how this was where I would be spending the rest of my days. In the heavens. 

			I went back to our room.

			“You know, something weird happened last night…” said Daniele from the bed.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“I had a dream.”

			“What kind of dream?” I asked intrigued.

			“Want to hear it?”

			“Yes, why wouldn’t I?”

			“It’s a little strange.”

			“Come on, tell me already.” 

			“We were in the rocket that was taking us to the Enlightened City. You know, Galilei. The dream has something to do with what’s happening today, Edward.”

			“Go on, then. You’ve piqued my curiosity.”

			“We were in the rocket on our way to the space station. Everything was going according to plan. We’d left the Earth behind, and through the windows, you could see the little lights of the city that awaited us. Suddenly a woman, a few seats away, began to scream. She said that we were going to die, that we would explode when we got to Galilei. ‘I dreamt it!’ she shouted desperately. ‘I saw it in my dreams!’ the woman screamed. But nobody listened, Ed.”

			“And then what happened?”

			“Time seemed to go faster, or in a different way. All of a sudden we were there.”

			“And?” I asked anxiously.

			“I can’t explain it, but once the rocket landed, I didn’t want to get off. I was paralyzed. You insisted that we had to, but I couldn’t. It’s like those nightmares where you want to move, but your body doesn’t respond. You want to run but you just keep walking and you start to despair. I knew everything was going to explode, no matter where we were. We would die anyway. All of us. In there.”

			“Daniele, it was just a dream. You look worried.” 

			“It was so real,” said Daniele shaken.

			“You’re sweating. Are you feeling okay?”

			“There’s more, Ed.”

			“Don’t talk about it anymore, it’s not doing you any good. It was just a dream.” 

			“I want to tell you about it. Listen. Suddenly I was at the space station,” she continued anxiously.

			“I don’t want to hear it,” I said immediately and stood up.

			“Everything was turned to ash in seconds. I saw bodies flying everywhere. And... you weren’t there.”

			“I have no interest in continuing to listen to what was just a figment of your imagination. A bad dream.” 

			“It was more than that,” added Daniele.

			“We need to get up now and get ready for whatever is waiting for us. We’ve still got several trains to catch.”

			“I just can’t understand why you weren’t with me. Suddenly a dark-skinned man was taking me somewhere on the space station in a wheelchair.”

			I didn’t say a word back. Daniele looked out the window. The ombu tree we had planted thirty years ago was still swaying with the strong blow of the wind. 

			“What will happen to our ombu? Do you think it will survive the impact?” Daniele asked.

			“Of course it will. It’ll be as strong as we are. You’ll see. In a few years, we’ll be able to come back and it’ll be twice the size. But, honestly, we really have to be ready in a few hours. You should get up.”

			Daniele left the linens of the bed.

			Osiris was advancing at full speed.

			



			We had shared in the tranquility of the birds singing in the dawn until the day death took her like a sleeping angel in its arms. 

			When you lose the one you love in the silence of a summer breeze, you lose the fear of life forever. 

			Daniele died along with the dear departed Galilei. Just as she had described in detail in her dream. But I hadn’t wanted to listen. I tried for a long time to push away her fragrance and gaze to the side of reminiscence. I tried to forget. The memory of Daniele looms between the balls of fire and the flashes of electricity that I saw as my ship moved away and I watched motionless from a small circular window.

			I had only one companion aboard the M9-29, responding to the name of Zen. His plastic and copper fiber brain uses a sophisticated system of artificial intelligence created and programmed to assist the crew, whatever their destiny or mission. His human voice reminds me, vaguely, of what it’s like to talk to someone.

			“Medium trajectory engines off, Captain,” announced the voice as I pressed the command button.

			“Shut off the power circuits. I don’t want to waste five years of travel on nothing more than an electro-stone storm.”

			“Power circuits closed, Captain.”

			“We’ll wait until the storm dissipates. Retract the lower fins and wait for my next order.”

			There was the sound of a metallic motor.

			“Lower fins retracted, Captain.”

			“Now we just have to wait,” I said aloud.

			“If I may, Captain, I suggest that the ship should standby at a fraction of two hundred and seventy-eight astronomical units going in the opposite direction to the sun,” said the electric human voice through the loudspeakers.

			“Explain.” 

			“My indicators show a high exposure to cosmic rays. Being inactive could compromise our physical integrity.”

			“All right, Zen. If you say so. Take control of the ship. Deploy lower fins. Open the power circuits. Get us out of this mess we’re in.”

			“Aye, Captain.”

			The ship glided over the stars leaving a trail of flaming colors. Zen led us to a safe haven where we would wait for the storm to pass and then get back on our course. The trouble was that we didn’t have a course. It was just a one-way trip to nowhere and the only force pushing us along was time. Or perhaps, rather absurdly, the past.

			



			We rested for ten hours in absolute silence, in the strangeness of constantly living for no reason, no purpose.

			“Zen, tell me again about how you saved me from the great explosion two thousand seven hundred days ago.”

			“Of course, Captain. It was a very hot day. My indicators activated automatically and my human signal sensors detected something alive floating among the bodies.”

			“No, no! Start over,” I interrupted him. “But from before the temperature rose.”

			“Yes, Captain.”

			“Tell it the way I like it, as if it were a great epic.”

			“Aye, Captain,” said the electronic voice. “On the day of the great explosion, seven years, eleven months and thirteen days ago, more than forty-eight thousand rockets took off from Planet Earth.”

			“Go on,” I said, smiling with my eyes closed.

			“The USN, Union of Space Nations, had planned to accommodate its nine billion inhabitants in the first rotating space city, with a diameter of two thousand miles. All the rockets would have to arrive before The Collision Ceremony, as it was called, took place, which would end centuries of the Earth’s rotation and completely shatter its native life. A golden planet of some eighty billion tons, which humans called Osiris, in reference to the Egyptian god, would cross paths with our planet causing all manner of changes on it.”

			“My planet, not yours,” I said under my breath. Though Zen was able to hear even an ant walking.

			“Do you want me to continue, Captain?”

			“Yes, of course. Tell me about the moment when thousands of rockets took off.” 

			“Yes, Captain,” said the voice coming out of the metal loudspeakers as he continued to describe the event. “Thousands of rockets took off for the Enlightened City on a journey lasting just a few hours. The general in charge of the mission, Sean William McGregor, who never boarded any ship and died remembered as a hero, was responsible for overseeing all the launches carried out from a small glass room next to the cotton fields, immune to any magnetic charge. In the last few minutes, more than eight hundred ships simultaneously took off in a massive wave of bright lights.”

			“Do you have a selection of pictures taken from that moment?” I interrupted the story.

			“Yes, Captain,” replied Zen.

			“I’d like to see them.” 

			The spectacle before me left a bitter taste in my mouth. The photographs were displayed on one of the screens of the main controller.

			“Take it to sixty-four million colors.”

			“Of course, Captain. Sixty-four million colors.”

			The astonishing historic images came to life before my eyes. Seeing the green of that afternoon and the blue of the sky brought the deepest depths of my memory back to the surface. The old reality; far from the static and silence of space.

			More than eighty thousand photographs were taken that hour-less afternoon. The last reliable proof that humans existed and were extraordinarily complex was administered by an artificial intelligence system traveling at high speed through an unnamed galaxy. 

			“That’s enough, Zen. Sleep function activated,” I said aloud. The computer turned off as I shed a tear on the dashboard of lights.

			I remembered one of those images as if it were the day I had been standing among the rockets next to Daniele, making our way through a sea of future expatriates looking for the fearsome rockets to help them flee as far as possible and avoid being hit by the inevitable devastation.

			“What number are we?” I asked when we got off the last transport.

			“Let me see,” answered Daniele, taking the documents she had in her pocket.

			“Have a look at the top.” 

			“You’re 06101960 and I’m 06101961,” added Daniele.

			“I think it’s that way,” I said, pointing to a conveyor belt that carried passengers in all directions to their respective rockets.

			There were multiple explosions in the distance. Hundreds of rockets ascended by the minute. Millions of people were sent to Galilei on a journey of hope and new opportunity. Long lines of people with expectant gazes entered the rockets that would save us when the golden planet would collide with six billion tons of life in just a short matter of time. 

			I remember I still had the faint illusion that nothing was going to happen that afternoon. It would probably all end up being a big joke, a colossal mistake that we would laugh about for decades. Osiris would graze the Earth causing a wonderful spectacle for the human eye and then we would be able to return to our country home under the stars, I’d make love with Daniele and enjoy the sunset, wrapped in our silk sheets.

			“Attention all passengers,” a loud electronic voice sounded through the loudspeakers of all the facilities until the end of the launch line. “Please go to the indicated transfer belts and walk to the boarding line. The number at the top of your ticket shows the letter and number of the gate assigned to you. We remind you that unattended objects and luggage will be picked up by KAISER flight personnel, but will not be transported to Galilei. All forgotten objects will remain on the surface,” concluded the voice.

			Then the message was repeated in more than twenty languages.

			It sank in that we would no longer be coming home.

			After taking the belts leading to our rocket, we positioned ourselves in the long line, ready to embark.

			“All these people...” said Daniele in a hushed voice, clutching my hand.

			“What about these people?” I asked, not understanding.

			“They were all in my dream,” answered Daniele.

			“That’s impossible,” I said.

			“It’s the truth. They were all in my dream. I remember them, they had the same clothes and hairstyles.”

			“I’ve heard of things like that,” I said. “When I was a child, I dreamt of a rabbit made of old rags with black buttons for eyes. I dreamed all night about that rabbit.” Daniele looked at the line of people leading to the rocket gates. “And when I woke up, my aunt and uncle had come to visit and had a gift for me.”

			“Look! That man over there, the one with the silk tie. It’s the man who was sitting next to the woman in my dream.”

			“It was the rabbit! The gift my aunt and uncle had brought me was the rabbit from my dream. See?”

			“And her over there! I definitely remember that woman. She’s wearing the same dress.”

			“You‘re not listening to me. These things happen, Daniele. There are absurd coincidences in life. Sometimes there’s no explanation, it’s just fortuity, you know?”

			Daniele watched a rocket take off in the distance.

			“Everything is happening the same way and in the same order,” she said, giving up. “That means that the space station will break apart in a few hours,” she said, looking towards the city that was spinning above us.

			The line advanced a few meters. I took Daniele by the hand and we walked a few steps towards the rocket.

			“Promise me one thing, Ed. Whatever happens, don’t leave me up there.”

			“How could you possibly think that I could leave you?”

			“Suddenly you were no longer with me. I remember it perfectly. When the worst happened, you weren’t there, Ed.” 

			“Do you remember the day we got married?” I asked her, holding her face tight.

			“Yes, I remember it perfectly,” she replied with a smile.

			“Do you remember what I said to you at the altar?” I asked.

			“Of course I remember.”

			“What did I tell you?”

			“You are mine and I am yours, forever and ever.”

			“And what did you tell me?”

			“You are mine and I am yours, forever and ever,” answered Daniele.

			“You have nothing to be scared of. I’ll take care of you up there. Forever and ever.”

			“Promise?”

			“I promise,” I replied.

			We embraced in the silence of the thunderous launches.

			“See that little light?” I said, pointing towards Galilei.

			“Yes, I see it,” answered Daniele, looking at the light shining high above.

			“That’ll be the window of our next home. I can’t tell you for sure that we will see the same stars or touch the same grass as down here. But I can tell you that I will be the same as I always was and I will love you twice as much up there. As long as I live, nothing bad will ever happen to you. You are mine and I am yours, remember that.”

			“You are mine and I am yours,” said Daniele and the line advanced a few steps.

			



			In my darkest nightmares, overflowing oceans and two hundred meter waves appear in front of me. Some nights I wake up startled by a cosmic phantasmagoria from which I cannot escape, and I immediately think about taking my life. I imagine what it would be like to take the spacecraft to full thrust and crash it into a massive quasar, the brightest object in the entire known universe. I would see Daniele again in another dimension, caress her untouchable face and promise her a life of happiness. Other times I fantasize about returning to our home planet, brimming with color. I would find it in total ruins, but at least they would be my ruins. I could land this gigantic ship in the Pacific Ocean. I would be able to fly to the vast Iguazu Falls and spend the night hearing only the dead birds. I would land on the top of a sleeping volcano with the sole desire of seeing its shapes and listening to the turquoise blue seas at a great distance.

			I often stave off panic attacks by remembering how the wind used to feel on my face and how the warmth of the sun felt on my chest. 

			On the day of the great explosion, we fled without looking back. The ship, under Zen’s control, took us away from the catastrophe and brought us to the most uncharted part of space. Years of traveling off course took us away from our center of gravity and condemned us to decades of unknown routes. With every inch we traveled in the opposite direction to our galaxy, we were farther away from ever being able to find it again.

			We traveled across the cosmos without any maps or parameters that could tell us where to go. There was only one precious force that drove me to dream: the past. The past was one of those sunny afternoons where you could hold a glass of wine and see your wife laugh. 

			



			I woke up in my room in the eastern part of the ship with the scent of Earth on my hands. 

			“I had a dream, Zen,” I said in thought.

			“What kind of dream, Captain?” Zen asked.

			“I dreamed of Earth. I dreamt that everything was the same, as if nothing had happened. Everything looked even better than before. The air was purer in my lungs. All that ruled the earth was silence.”

			“It sounds like bliss, Captain.”

			“It was, Zen.”

			I ran to command post and with more optimism than ever, I decided to give fate a push.

			“We need to activate the positioning system.”

			“Positioning system activated, Captain.”

			“Enter the coordinates for the Virgo Supercluster.”

			“Coordinates entered, Captain.” 

			“Once we’ve found it, we only have to go into it to get to Earth.”

			I ran to the northern part of the ship for a piece of paper and an old pencil. I wrote five words without thinking about it. I went back to the command post and hung a sign on the main panel saying: Dreaming doesn’t cost a penny.

			



			Once in our seats on the way to Galilei, Daniele calmed down and closed her eyes. Another metallic voice informed us what the rest of the journey and arrival would be like. An electric transport would take us to what would be our district. We were in Kepler II. Once there, we would need to walk with our light luggage to where our new home would be. We had been assigned a Class C dwelling.

			As we felt the subtle ascent, we could see the golden planet peeping out across the countries of the East, through the window of our seats.

			Hundreds of rockets on all sides escorted us the entire way.

			From our altitude, the scenery looked so simple. There only appeared to be land and water. The number of shapes and shadows that remained unnoticed would throw anyone off guard. No one who had not stepped on these lands could understand how complicated it was to live there.

			Daniele sighed and then looked out the window.

			“Farewell,” she concluded.

			The rocket was heading to Galilei at millions of hopes per second.

			The alarm sounded, announcing a statement over the ship’s speakers.

			“All passengers, we are now sixty thousand miles from Planet Earth. The outside temperature is -270 degrees Celsius. The estimated time to the city of Galilei is one hour forty-five minutes,” the electronic voice announced.

			Minutes later, when we were in the middle of the journey, a woman who was just a few rows behind us began to scream desperately.

			“We’re going to die! I dreamt it.” The woman rose from her seat. “The space city, Galilei... it will explode with all of us inside. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. There’s nothing we can do. I dreamt it!”

			A crew member approached and kindly took her to the emergency booth to be attended to.

			“It’s the same woman from my dream, Ed,” said Daniele in a state of shock.

			“I know,” I shuddered.

			



			The positioning system made the calculations and finally determined the designated location with ninety-nine percent accuracy.

			“We are more than three billion light years away from the Supercluster, Captain.”

			“How long would it take to get there?”

			“Captain, it’s not about how long it would take. We have plenty of time. It’s about how much energy it takes us to travel the distance.”

			“Just tell me already! Do we have enough energy?”

			“No, Captain. We don’t,” replied Zen.

			The equivalent of a millennium of happiness crumbled with the sound of those words.

			“There’s got to be a way,” I said under the pressure of imagining the possibility of being eternally lost.

			“I’m afraid we need a unique source of energy to do it. The reserves in the auxiliary tanks and the little we have left in use would only be enough to cover one billion light years, or one and a half with appropriate care.”

			“No. That’s not possible,” I said trembling.

			“In fact, we could sustain an energy leak along the remaining journey,” added Zen.

			“I refuse to stay here, lost in space. I refuse to let my lifeless body roam the galaxies in a ship sealed in a vacuum, not decomposing, keeping all my wrinkles intact until the end of existence,” I turned to Zen. “Or until you got up the courage or the emotions necessary to crash the ship into a meteorite or an uninhabited planet. But what am I saying? You would never do that. Only a human, an earthling, would have the guts to make that sort of decision, and you are not one.”

			I looked at the sign that hung written in paper and pencil.

			I imagined what my life would be locked up in this spacecraft, accompanied by a bodiless voice that played at having emotions, suffering endless chess matches, letting me win to boost my ego.

			There was only one way out of this crossroad.

			“Zen, when I’m no longer here, turn off the command controls, restart the ship completely and activate the standby function. This time I want you to program it for a million years. I want you to gather all the records you have of humanity and declassify them so that anyone who finds the ship can see them and know who we were and how we lived.”

			“I don’t understand, Captain. You won’t live that long.”

			“I’m going to take my life today, Zen. I wouldn’t want the M9-29 to continue its journeys without a destination or for you to be eternally devoid of purpose. We will put an end to this madness. But I would like to save something from my planet. Perhaps we will be nothing more than photos and data files for whoever finds them, but it will be all we have left, plus a few pieces of molten plastic flying through our solar system.”

			“Aye, Captain.”

			“After a million years, what you do is entirely up to you.”

			“Understood, Captain.”

			“There’s just one thing I’d like to tell you before I leave. I’d like to thank you for saving my life on the day of the great explosion.”

			“You saved me, Captain. If there had been no signals of a human in danger, I would never have started the engines. We would both be in a different place.”

			“I think this is the best option.” Zen interrupted me.

			“I don’t mean to interrupt you, Captain. But I found an energy source that can give us enough power to travel the necessary distance.”

			“Do you mean to tell me that there’s a remote possibility of returning to Earth?”

			“That’s right.” 

			“And you’re telling me now?” I asked breathlessly.

			“While you were talking, I was classifying the magnetic fields of different nearby bodies.”

			“Have you found one that has the capacity to make us travel two billion light years?”

			“The only source of energy that could supply us for the entire journey is a magnetar.”

			“I’ve read about those. But how do you find one?”

			“I have already found it. There is a magnetar about ten miles in diameter located a few quadrants away, whose magnetic field would give us the return ticket.”

			In a single instant, Zen had returned to me my soul that I had lost years before with Daniele’s disappearance. I had received the gift of being able to make a wish and in doing so I would ask for a miracle: Coming back to Earth. 

			“Level of danger?”

			“High, Captain. Very high.”

			“What’s the risk?”

			“We have to go into its orbit close enough for its rays to penetrate us for a sufficient amount of time. With a single bad maneuver, we could end up in the orbit of the magnetar forever.”

			“What would happen to us? Well... to me,” I asked.

			“In the event of the ship being trapped in its orbit, well… we would be dust in just a few minutes.”

			“I refuse to spend the rest of my life as stardust,” I said looking out the window at the darkness of the unknown galaxy we were travelling through.

			



			The rocket finally reached Galilei. Still in our seats, Daniele held my hand tightly. There was a sense of cautious anxiety. Never before had any of us left the Earth, let alone lived in such a strange place.

			I looked out the window. All you could see was metal and plastic. Plastics of all colors drifted all the way up to the solid sky. A huge corrugated wall would be our eternal horizon, I thought. Our eyes could clearly see the prison to which we would be subjected.

			Electronic sounds, artifacts made from novel materials, and intelligent operating systems had complete control of what was happening.

			Hundreds of rockets were still to come.

			The time had come for us to get up and move to our new town.

			Daniele looked at me in terror.

			“Ed, I can’t move.”

			“Come on, just get up already. The people behind you are waiting.”

			“My body isn’t responding! My legs. They’re totally asleep.”

			“Give me your hands.” Daniele took both of my hands. “Come on, get up.”

			Daniele tried to get to her feet but stayed stuck in place.

			“I suppose the speed or the pressure has made your legs go to sleep,” I said, trying to reassure her.

			“I don’t want to get off, Ed. Something’s wrong.”

			“I’ll get someone to help you.”

			“You’re not listening to me. I don’t want to get off the ship. I want to go back.”

			“What are you talking about, Daniele? We can’t go back. You know that.”

			“I need to get back to Earth.”

			“I can’t believe what I’m hearing. You know it’s impossible to go back.”

			“There has to be a way. This place isn’t home.” 

			“Come on, have a look out the window.”

			Daniele looked out into space.

			“Do you understand where we are? Don’t you remember that a planet was about to crash into us?”

			“We need to go back, Edward. We’re going to die here!”

			“We would die on Earth too!”

			We stayed in silence for a few seconds.

			“At least it would be our destiny, wouldn’t it?”

			“I’ll go and find someone who can help,” I said looking down the corridor leading to the exit door.

			“No, Ed. Don’t leave me here.”

			“Can you get up?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Please try, just one last time.”

			Daniele tried with all her strength to get up, but she couldn’t manage it.

			“I’ll go and look for someone who can help us. You stay here.” 

			“Don’t take too long.”

			“In a few minutes we’ll be in our new home and everything will be fine. You’ll see,” I said as I got out of my seat.

			“This will never be our home, Ed,” said Daniele in a very low voice.

			“I’ll be back soon. Sit and wait for me.”

			I’d never feel her eyes looking into mine ever again.

			



			I rested peacefully as the ship, guided by Zen, headed towards the largest source of energy in our vicinity.

			“Time to wake up, Captain,” said Zen at the scheduled time.

			We had estimated contact with the giant magnetar in about twenty hours. 

			The simple yet dangerous plan was to approach the magnetar, located in one of the outer regions of the galaxy, and acquire a portion of its electricity. The one thing that we absolutely had to avoid was yielding to its magnetic pull and entering its orbit. 

			Zen had holographically generated different scenarios in which the ship succumbed to the force of its core and we were slowly driven towards destruction.

			If we could stay for at least five minutes at a range where we could absorb its rays without being drawn in, we would have enough energy to return to the Milky Way. In other words, what we were looking for was to soak ourselves in its spirit, take it, and flee.

			“May I ask you something, Captain?”

			“Of course, Zen,” I replied, still lying down.

			“How does time feel?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The passage of time, how does it feel?”

			“I thought you already knew how it felt. You’ve spent a lot of time with me, don’t you remember?”

			“My time sensor works a little differently than a human’s sense of time. While I have a record of the seconds, minutes and hours that have passed, I can’t remember every single one of them.” 

			“I couldn’t remember every second I’ve lived either. But I do remember every single one of the sensations that the experience of life has given me.”

			“I understand, Captain.”

			“You wouldn’t understand what it’s like to grow old either. Looking in the mirror every day and looking different without noticing it. That’s the real passage of time, Zen.” 

			“I will never grow old, Captain. I will never know that feeling you describe.”

			“A mirror wouldn’t do you any good, would it?” 

			“I don’t believe so, Captain.”

			“You know what, I envy you in a way. In there, hidden away, sheltered.” 

			“Captain, my initial programming was configured to assist and accompany the crew in case of...” I interrupted.

			“Nonsense! You’re as real as I am and that miserable magnetar we’re heading for in an act of suicide. You don’t fool me. Just because you can’t get out from there doesn’t mean you’re not real.”

			I left the cabin.

			Thousands of light years away, the magnetar waited for us to arrive, to give us the sweetest nectar of its Olympus.

			



			I got into the control room. Soon we would face the most decisive moments of our mission. We were halfway there. The magnificent magnetar became visible upon passing through a dense cloud of dust that concealed dozens of planets and suns. It was right in front of us. It spun in its orange blue at an incalculable speed and drew us in with each gust of radiation that blew our way.

			“Stop the ship, Zen. Stop it at once,” I said as we ventured into a corner of the galaxy.

			“Engines in reverse, Captain. Speed at zero in three, two, one. Ship on standby,” concluded Zen.

			The silent galaxy gave us a moment to think about the course of our actions once again.

			“Why have we stopped, Captain?” Zen asked.

			“Are we sure that this huge star before us is going to give us what we need to get back to Earth?”

			“Yes, Captain. I am one hundred percent certain. My indicators show a high enough energy margin to travel the necessary path, to pass through space and enter the Milky Way,” added Zen.

			My own instincts told me not to do it. I could imagine hundreds of possible scenarios in my head and none of them led to our country home beneath the stars. 

			We had to avoid being taken in by the magnetar. Just thinking about what that dreadful experience would be like, I was discouraged from attempting the reckless feat. 

			But there was a truth I could no longer deny. My life was nothing up here. My days were not days. My home was not home. My nights weren’t really nights. Everything that had been was no more. 

			Right there, faced with the magnetar, I lost all the fears I once had. I dreamed all the dreams I had ever forgotten. And I confronted the worst of my enemies: destiny.

			“Start the engines, Zen. Let’s do this once and for all,” I concluded.

			“Aye, Captain. Engines on.”

			The ship was headed directly to the point in the galaxy where the electromagnetism would give us the energy we needed to traverse the light years that separated us from the closest thing we had to a purpose.

			We set the ship on standby on the shores of the magnetar. According to Zen’s calculations, we would have to absorb the many rays hurled out by the mighty body in all directions for more than twelve consecutive minutes. Once this time had elapsed, our source of power will have multiplied exponentially by an innumerable magnitude.

			We began the countdown of twelve minutes in the face of the immense magnetar.

			



			A dark-skinned man approached Daniele, pushing an empty wheelchair.

			“Excuse me, ma’am. I’ve been sent to look for you.”

			“Who are you? I know you,” said Daniele with her gaze lost in her dream.

			“My name is Calvin. I’m here to help you off the rocket.”

			“But I can’t get off. I can’t even move. I’m waiting for my husband. His name is Edward. He told me he’d be right back.”

			“I know, Daniele. He’s the one who told us. That’s why I’m here.”

			“But where is he? He should be back by now. Why didn’t he come with you?”

			“Let me help you get comfortable in the wheelchair so I can take you to him.”

			“Not until you tell me where my husband is.”

			“He’s down there, waiting for you in your new home on the sixty-second floor.”

			“He can’t be. He said he would come back for me.”

			“On behalf of KAISER operations, I apologize, ma’am. But for health and safety purposes, everyone who leaves the rocket must be taken directly to their floor. But don’t worry, he’s there with a basket of fruit waiting for you as we speak,” said Calvin to reassure Daniele.

			The man helped Daniele sit in the wheelchair. He pushed her down the corridors of the rocket to the elevator leading to the main avenue.

			“You were in my dream. I remember you perfectly,” said Daniele from the chair.

			“Really? You’re not the first person to tell me that. And what was I doing in this dream of yours?”

			“Exactly what’s happening now. You took me in a wheelchair around the space station until a huge explosion blew us all to pieces.”

			The doors of the rocket opened and they entered the heart of the city that would smother all of humanity.

			



			I, luckily or not, had the curse of being saved by the most advanced rescue operating system. The same one who has conversations with me for the sole purpose of preventing me from going mad.

			The powerful implosion had rendered me unconscious for several minutes. I then awoke on this ship feeling queasy, to watch the huge scale of death. So many lives lost in one mere scientific error.

			“Tell me, Zen, what was the greatest tragedy in human history?”

			“The bubonic plague, Captain,” answered Zen without the slightest hesitation.

			“How many deaths?” I asked.

			“Sixty-five million according to official USN data.”

			“Bah, not even close to the billions. How many deaths with the destruction of Galilei?”

			“According to the logs in my memory, more than nine billion souls lost their lives that day.”

			“Surely the greatest holocaust we ever experienced.”

			“It wasn’t, Captain.”

			“What do you mean it wasn’t?”

			“You’ve forgotten about The Great Food Processing, Captain.”

			“What processing are you talking about, Zen?”

			“My indicators show a secret summary; do you want me to declassify it?”

			“Yes, declassify the folder.”

			“Files 3261/88 declassified.”

			“Now tell me about it. What’s this about food processing?”

			“Of course, Captain. During the six months prior to the space emigration, The Great Food Processing, as it was called, took place, in which there were billions of deaths.”

			“What deaths are you referring to?”

			“Animal deaths.”

			The indicators showed an increase in energy storage.

			“Energy reserves at fifty percent. A few more minutes and we’ll reach one hundred percent of the collection, Captain.”

			“What animal deaths are you talking about? For what?”

			“It was necessary to generate enough food so that the human race could feed itself and survive in space,” replied Zen.

			“But, I read about it in the newspapers, there would be crops and we would grow our own food up here.”

			“Those crops would only serve to generate a third of the required food. In the best-case scenario.”

			I remained silent. Had we sought to save billions of lives by exterminating the last of a dead planet’s blossom?

			“Go on,” I said.

			“The average human eats between one and two kilograms of food a day. Taking into account the capacity of the space station, we are talking about five trillion kilograms of food a year.”

			“I understand the numbers. But was there no other way?”

			“Yes, but at a greater economic cost and a preparation period of at least two years. With the implementation of the emergency protocol, there were only a few months left to prepare the food.”

			“This is insane! We should have been told.”

			“The expenses were published in the mission’s official newsletter. But no one objected, Captain.”

			“Lies! They covered it up on purpose. Which animals were part of it?”

			“Chickens, goats, ducks, horses, cows and different species of birds and fish were used,” added Zen.

			“You’ll have to give me a few minutes to process this.”

			“I understand your shock, Captain. But please understand that this was the only way to feed so many people for such a long period of time.”

			“The only way you say?!” I shouted angrily. “How many deaths are we talking about?”

			“About seventy-five billion animals were bred and nurtured for the sole purpose of becoming food.”

			“This is so wrong! Oh, my God. So much evil. What have we done?” I said without understanding. “It wasn’t enough for us to just pollute the waters and disturb the climate. Nor did we stop with the extinction of our own species, no sir! We had to raise the stakes, take it even further.”

			“I understand your anger, Captain.”

			“Have you ever had any sort of bond with an animal? You could never understand. Believe me.”

			The energy indicators showed high supply levels.

			“Let’s get the hell out of here. That should be plenty,” I said miserably.

			“We have enough energy to travel the distance to the Milky Way by one hundred and twenty-two percent,” Zen explained.

			“That’s enough. Let’s get out of here before we get taken in by that dreadful magnetar.”

			I took my place at the control panel. I fastened my belt.

			“Take us home, Zen.”

			



			After several weeks without a single conversation, we arrived at a thin yet imposing fine nebulous layer welcoming us back. We entered a shower of heat and saw three large spiral galaxies.

			“Andromeda, the Triangulum Galaxy and the Milky Way, where we are heading,” Zen explained as we traversed the slopes of the stars.

			“The Milky Way. That’s where I’m from,” I said proudly. “Take me there.”

			“Of course, Captain,” replied Zen.

			I watched in wonder, for quite some time, at the shapes that surrounded what had been my home.

			We plunged into the spiral through the Sagittarius Arm.

			“We will soon enter the Earth’s solar system, Captain,” said Zen calmly.

			I got up and ran to look out of the nearest window to hand. 

			It was my galaxy. 

			At last.

			We had made it after so many years.

			I could feel more than fifty lifetimes passing through my soul after all this time among dark matter. 

			So much burn-out and exhaustion.

			The ship slipped along the milky trails that led to the very sun that illuminated our nine planets and that had made the green lawn of our home grow over the last few decades.

			“I can’t quite put it into words, but I feel at home,” I said in reflection as I admired the details of creation.

			After so many years of aimless travel and meaningless conversation, I was back. The whole solar system shone before my eyes.

			“Reduce speed, Zen. I want to cherish this moment,” I said as I took my seat by the control panel, accompanied by a sweeping view that revealed all.

			The ship shifted its course towards the third planet. The sun illuminated the displays of the controls.

			“Can you feel that? It’s heat! It’s the Sun,” I said ecstatically.

			“Indeed, Captain. The increase in temperature is coming from the center of the solar system.”

			“That little planet over there must be Mercury,” I said, pointing to a small spot next to the Sun. “And that must be Venus, so... Look at it there, it’s the Earth! It’s still there. Nothing happened to it.”

			“Planet Earth doesn’t look like it used to, Captain. The blue of the oceans now looks like an organic transparent. The green of the continents is shining like never before.”

			“It can’t be possible,” I said stunned. “Did anything even happen?”

			“My indicators show that a large implosion occurred on this site. We are flying over the area where the great Galilei would have been if it had not imploded.”

			“Are you trying to tell me that the Osiris behemoth never hit Earth?”

			“That seems to be the case, Captain. The planet shows no signs of collision with any space body.”

			“Physicists, engineers, all of them wrong!”

			“Indeed, Captain,” said Zen.

			“Get as close as possible,” I said anxiously. “I wonder if there are any survivors left. Do you think General McGregor has survived all this time?”

			“I don’t know, Captain. It is possible.”

			“Perhaps there are more people who never got on the rockets. Could you imagine?”

			The M9-29 traveled the short distance that separated us from beholding the pure oceans and jeweled continents.

			This beautiful planet had fallen into the hands of its greatest enemy: our ambition, our complete blindness.

			“I never valued anywhere as much as I do the Earth at this very moment,” I said as I watched the entirety of an almost virgin planet. “I guess it’s a little late to apologize.”

			The remains of a wrecked city in space were just about visible when, by chance, a light reflected on the debris.

			“So ironic, such a bad joke. All of humanity extinguished by a mere miscalculation.”

			“It really is a shame, Captain. As far as we know, this was the only place in the universe where the miracle of life ever happened.”

			“And so much else... like love and friendship. But what could you know about that?” I said pensively. “What could you understand about death and the thousands of injustices we committed down there?”

			“I would like to understand someday, Captain. Do you think I will?”

			“That would be absurd. The whole human race gone, I’ll be dead... but there will still be someone capable of human emotion,” I laughed. “I suppose that’s the reality we’ve made for ourselves. The great mockery of our perfect plans.”

			“Do you wish to land on Earth, Captain?”

			Before I could answer, I blacked out.

			I descended into a timeless memory.

			A Daniele of eternal Spring welcomed me with open arms. We drank a whole bottle of wine while looking at the stars, with the soft feeling of the breeze in our country home, where there was no fear of loneliness. 

			“Go get another bottle, Ed,” said Daniele reclining on the wooden lawn chair.

			“We’ve had enough, don’t you think? I’ll have to carry you to bed again,” I said laughing.

			“Well, just one more glass then,” answered Daniele.

			I walked to the drinks cabinet. I opened a bottle and poured a glass for Daniele.

			“Where are you now, Ed?”

			“Sorry?”

			“Have you come home?”

			“I don’t understand,” I said calmly. 

			“You know you’re not to blame for what happened, don’t you?”

			“But how do you know what...” Daniele interrupted.

			“Nothing about what happened was your fault, Ed. You have to let it go.”

			I recalled a thousand memories that fizzled out in the shape of a spiral.

			“Suddenly, you weren’t there anymore. It was horrible,” I said with a muffled voice.

			“I know, Ed. But I’m with you here and now. You have no reason to suffer,” Daniele held my hand tightly.

			“I’m lost, all alone,” I said looking at the dark sky around us.

			“Search within yourself, and you will see that there is nothing but peace.”

			“I’ve tried. Every night when I lie down. I think of you, of our youth. But there’s nothing that can give that feeling back to me.”

			“You are mine and I am yours,” said Daniele. “Do you remember?”

			“Of course I remember,” I said meaningfully.

			“Forever and ever,” added Daniele. “You are mine and I am yours.”

			“Forever and ever,” I replied. “You are mine and I am yours.”

			I kissed her on the lips.

			I woke up soaking wet from head to toe. Incomprehensible space still corralled my being.

			“Are you all right, Captain?” Zen asked.

			“Never better.”

			“Do you wish to land on Earth, Captain?”

			“I want you to direct the ship to these coordinates, Zen,” I said, entering the coordinates on screen number two.

			“Captain, my indicators show energy levels below two percent. We barely have what it takes to keep the M9-29 operating for even a few hours.”

			“We don’t need any more than a few minutes.”

			“I don’t understand, Captain.”

			“We’ll land next to my country home. If it still exists.”

			“Aye, Captain.”

			“But first, there’s something we have to do.”

			“What is it, Captain?”

			“We must erase all traces of humanity. Every trace of all that ever happened on this planet,” I said as I sat by the main computer.

			“Why, Captain?” Zen asked.

			“We wouldn’t want anyone in the history of the universe ever to make the same selfish mistakes again.”

			“But if we eliminate all evidence, it will be as if they had never existed.”

			“I know. I want you to delete every sound, photo, video, and map you have in your memory. All the books, songs and inventions that you have stored must be permanently erased.”

			“Of course, Captain. At your command,” added Zen.

			“Delete everything.” 

			“I need express confirmation from your voice, Captain. Do you confirm the permanent deletion of all the files in my memory?”

			“Confirm permanent deletion of all records and files except for one.” 

			“Of course, Captain. Which file would you like to protect?”

			“Video file 010-11987. You can delete everything else.”

			“At your command, Captain.”

			“We will send this high-frequency file to all the galaxies in the local cluster. If anyone ever picks up the frequency, they will only see the images of what we once were.”

			The main computer projected the thousands of folders that housed the entire collection of all human records being deleted.

			“All the files have been deleted, Captain. I only have the video 010-11987 in my memory. Would you like me to send it at high frequency to the galaxies in the local cluster?”

			“Before that, I would like to see it again,” I said.

			“Of course, Captain. Video projection on screen number three.”

			“Take it to sixty-four million colors.”

			“Sixty-four million colors, Captain.”

			Projected on screen number three was a video of a dog drifting on a block of ice floating in the ocean. A cargo ship passing by decides to intervene. One of the men of the crew throws himself into the icy water. The dog, which can barely stand up in the cold and snow, has a friendly look. The man swims up to the dog and takes it back to the ship with him.

			“I don’t understand, Captain, why did you choose this video?”

			“It’s the best thing we’ve done in centuries, Zen. If anyone or anything were to discover us millions of years into the future, this video would be the only reflection of what we have been,” I said proudly. “A simple man risking his life to save a dog.”

			I stared away at what remained of the warmest planet I had ever known, my planet. As I looked through a small plastic window, I was on my way home. These were my usual colors, but they were more alive than ever. There were my aromas, but they were even more vibrant.

			



			The ship had reached one percent total energy as it penetrated the atmosphere.

			“Captain, energy reserves are almost depleted.”

			“I know,” I said as the M9-29 was being propelled at full speed by our gravity. “We only need a few minutes to land safely.”

			“Without power, we can’t run the engines and we’ll inevitably crash.”

			“Trust me, we’re just in time.”

			“If you say so, Captain.”

			We passed through the borders of the clouds that hid the true essence of our planet.

			The engines were automatically activated. An enormous parachute was released from the top of the ship. 

			“Can you see it? It’s daytime!” I said euphorically.

			“According to my indicators, the time is twenty-five to six in the evening,” said Zen. 

			“We’ll see the sunset,” I said with my gaze fixed on the scene outside.

			“That’s right, Captain,” said Zen. “Just in time to see the sunset. Though I must admit that I have never witnessed one on Earth.”

			“We will no longer call it Earth. This planet has nothing to do with what we knew before we left,” I said as I turned off the controls to get off the ship. “Look at those mountains and the color of the soil... this is a new, healthy planet.”

			The ship touched solid ground. The sun shone on the eternal horizon.

			“If I may, Captain. I have a suggestion.”

			“You’re not going to tell me you’ve already thought of a new name?”

			“Well, yes, Captain.”

			“What name have you come up with?”

			“Planet Bliss,” said Zen.

			“Maybe. I like it,” I concluded.

			The ship rested after eight long years devoid of landscapes. 

			The shriek of an alarm at the control panel alerted Zen to the little time he had left.

			“I was thinking, Captain, about what you said.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“I’m referring to your comment about sleeping forever. About what awaits us after this place, Captain,” replied Zen.

			“You can’t imagine how exciting that journey might be,” I said affably. “And you don’t have to call me captain down here anymore.”

			The energy levels were close to zero percent.

			“You are safe because of me. My purpose is fulfilled. I am ready. Thank you for everything, Edward.”

			“Thank you, Zen.” 

			The ship shut down completely. Zen stopped working. I felt something of a resembling loss.

			The rear doors, which had been sealed securely, opened, showing what was left of an abandoned, dilapidated house.

			“Our house, it’s still here!” I said with tears in my eyes.

			Wind and oxygen flooded the ship with fresh air.

			I took my old watch, the hands of which had remained stuck at ten o’clock, and set it to the correct time. It was five minutes to six in the evening.

			I took off my shoes.

			I walked off the ship slowly, going down a metal apparatus. I looked at our old ombu tree. It was twice its size, just as I had said it would be to Daniele that morning.

			I took my first steps. I felt the grass on my bare feet while the breathtaking twilight encapsulated thousands of distant stars.

			“Planet Bliss,” I said aloud. 

		

	
		synopsis

        
            "Planet Bliss" is a captivating collection of stories that takes readers through imaginary landscapes and uncertain times. From the depths of space to hidden magical islands, each tale explores the boundaries of reality and imagination. The characters face cosmic disasters, uncover secrets of distant planets, and confront their own fears in worlds where the unexpected is the norm. With a narrative style rich in symbolism and emotion, this work invites readers to embark on an unforgettable journey into the unknown.
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