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Collected Stories
Stories from our Galaxy

Dear reader,

This might be your first acquaintance with Romanian Sci-Fi and Fantasy literature. Which is
great! A whole new world of Space Opera, Cyberpunk, Urban Fantasy, Military Sci-Fi, and Dark
Fantasy awaits you, one specific to our country and culture — and, thank the Maker!, all of them
free from everyone’s favorite medieval vampire — which makes this collection all the more
original (and some would say exotic) — a must read. For Romanian SF&F has a long history, one
dating back to the beginning of the 20th century, and is part of the European heritage of Sci-Fi
and Fantasy arts and literature.

We are sure you are wondering what Galaxy 42 is. Well, it’s a SF&F magazine from Romania,
and though it is relatively new (we are at our 8th monthly issue) the editorial staff is one with
great experience (professional writers, translators, movie, literature and art critics, graphic
designers etc.), and as such we have become the leading SF&F magazine in our country. You
can check us out here: https://galaxia42.ro/. Don’t worry if you don’t speak Romanian. Part of
our columns are in English as well.

The short stories you are about to read in this special issue, intended for WorldCon —
CoNZealand, were published this year, 2020, in our magazine, and are written by some of the
most talented contemporary SF&F Romanian authors, most of them prizewinners at national and
international festivals and conferences (such as Eurocon) for the quality and originality of their
novels and short stories. We really think you are going to enjoy this small collection of short
stories, a sample of the really wonderful genre literature that is published today in Romania!

Read away!
The editors


https://galaxia42.ro/

LOVE ACCORDING TO ‘TICKS’

by Danut Ungureanu

You have no idea what a 'tick' is? This comes as no surprise to me. At the time when Ixodes
became extinct as a species, most of your elders had not yet seen the lights and wonders of this
world. The tick passed away without anyone paying the slightest heed, following other, more
outstanding species: the condor, the African elephant, the swan, which had been better loved and
duly mourned. One might say that they are all the same in death.

| had just been posted on the surgical unit of the Sixth Fleet when the Shidizu trouble began.
They had been watching from beyond the Solar System and they had launched their attack. | had
been absolutely sure that | was going to spend the rest of my life patching up the fragmented
bodies of our brave pilots and | knew very little about the battles raging in outer space.

| was dispensing aspirins left and right, getting light cases of insomnia and slight headaches -
the common side effects of nights watches. This was for those who were still in one piece. The
rest had no way of complaining. There were no injured.

The Shidizus had been driven well beyond Jupiter's satellites after committing atrocities
which defy imagination. Now they were resting but sent back their spies. That is how the 'ticks'
came, overcoming people's forgetfulness.

We still know very little about the 'ticks'. As a rule it would travel through space in the form
as an insignificant protoplasm cloud organized on a few levels. The 'ticks' possess a mimetic
memory which helps it become a very common material objects with a harmless appearance: a
button, a lollipop or a spare wheel. It is also equipped with storage memory: the 'tick' stores
information, the 'blood' of the victim it has been sent to spy on. Some ministry, a plant
manufacturing weapons, some top echelon decision-maker in this war. As soon as the mission
has been accomplished the plasma cloud takes off with the data.

Everything happened without anyone being aware because the 'ticks' used only the energy
available in the environment. It was absurd to suspect a few boulders at the side of a road or
some dead leaves or a straggling and lazy cloud. Within the next few months the Earth was full
of such false objects which were nearly impossible to distinguish from the genuine ones, the
more so as they also fulfilled the function of the object they were taken for. A 'tick' in the form of
a pen nib was writing busily at the end of a fountain pen. Another, which had become an
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automobile, was purring contentedly, its tank full of gas. Had the Fleet itself been contaminated
the war would finished. These were days of terrible fright and apprehension.

Special mention must be made about their self-destructive systems. There were very few
‘ticks” which could be captured ‘alive’. Now I can be proud of myself for the fact that nearly all
the stark madmen in the team for neutralizing ‘ticks” wound up on my operation table: Stanis
Rakelian, Wanda Rubberstring, Frederick III. Then there were the young ‘trouble-shooters’:
Palomar, De Lasoul, Julio September. Even the famous Costas Telephonikis profited from my
handiwork. After a memorable explosion | had the honor of using a dozen wound clips on a
rather sensitive bodypart.

I don’t remember who once said that a ‘true blooded trouble-shooter’ defends himself from a
‘tick” explosion by closing his eyes and putting his fingers in his ears. | never thought for
example that good old Diaz was a genuine ‘trouble-shooter’. I took him for a very lucky guy. He
never started working unless he was full of booze and then, expecting the explosion to be more
devastating than the preceding one, his bosses evacuated ever larger areas.

De Lasoul was about twenty-five, six feet six tall, and weighed about one hundred kilos. He
made a real show of his family life. Whenever he put his wife on public display the male
personnel of the ‘trouble shooting unit’ had to admit he was entitled to his pride. They had two
kids. It was only much later that | understood how the three of them could watch De Lasoul
leave every day for his appointment with death without batting an eyelash.

Riff Kovalski, nicknamed counts of the Albino, had been born in a hangar. At twelve he had
been interned in a reform school for several computer frauds. At seventeen he had already
committed his first murder. At nineteen he had enrolled in the repression units of the Saturn
colonies. Six months later, a captain frightened by young Kovalski’s overzeal, pulled some
strings and got rid of him. That very evening the captain tried by mistake’ to light his cigar from
a phosphorous grenade.

At twenty-two, having survived the latest famine and several blows on the head, Riff met De
Lasoul at the army careers office.

Sitting comfortably in my armchair | can watch the film of the fortieth mission carried out by
De Lasoul-Kovalski. It happened one beautiful autumn evening twelve years ago at the Ministry
of War.

De Lasoul arrived at the scene of the incident a quarter of an hour after the Albino because
one of his kids had fever. The building of the Ministry of War looked like an anthill turned
upside-down. When he had reached the third floor he had to elbow his way through a unit of



cadets blocking the corridor who were yellow in the face with fear and ready to kill each other on
short notice. Then he saw Kovalski.

Around the oval table in the conference hall were eight generals and two civilians, all rooted
to their seats, vacant looks in their eyes and hardly breathing. Standing in the door, which had
remained ‘open’, the Albino was watching them with an amused smile. They all seemed
terrorized by the thought that they had to breathe.

The film is running on: The lamps on the ceiling are blindingly bright except one which
flickers on and off at irregular intervals. All the things in the room seem brand new, the wall-to-
wall carpeting is fluttering like grassland in the wind. In a corner is a statuette of Buddha smiling
benignly and reassuringly, his arms crossed in his lap. A housefly alights on the divine face and
explores it.

One of the generals is resting his hand on the veneer of the table top; the hand is trembling
and wet with perspiration. Something in the upper left corner of the image catches my eye. The
air is shimmering and streaming without losing its transparency inside an imaginary cube, half a
dozen inches on each side.

“Everybody on their asses on the floor,” De Lasoul murmurs.

The thirty cadets and their commanding officer showed their perfect training by obeying the
order immediately. In their eyes the blond man was God’s emissary on earth. The generals
hesitated until the Albino made a significant gesture by drawing his finger across his own throat.

“No one makes a move until I tell them so. No one opens their mouth. No one blows their
nose. Take a nap.”

They had a lot to do and the crowd would only make them irritable. But they could not ask
the crowd to scram, for in its show no one left the theater before the final curtain. They squatted
close together near the lock and held council.

“It burns,” Kovalski growled.

The blond nodded his agreement. “This isn’t the first diseased ‘tick’ seen. They lost control
when they tried to recover it. I’ve no idea how unstable it is. It may go off at any moment.”

De Lasoul eyes scanned the people in the corridor and inside the conference room. Thirty
pairs of glazed eyes stared at him.

“Let me tell you something. We’ve uncovered a lot of these damned ‘ticks’. All sort of them.
Pipe ends, pencils, ceramic tiles, gloves. Even that one, remember? The Senator glass eye. He



never knew it until we took it out of his socket. But I’ve never come across a ‘tick’ which could
become part of the air in a room. And I can’t remember anyone else dealing with such a stunt.”

Kovalski nodded silently.

“I think the Shidizus haven’t tried this before,” the blond went on. “This must be some kind
of experiment. But not a very successful one.”

The Albino scratched his head.

“Can you imagine how many people breathed this air? How many people are touched? They
should be detected and taken to the cleaner’s. Even you and 1.”

“You’re right”, agreed De Lasoul, “But it would be an impossible and useless attempt. The
air conditioning system throws everything in the atmosphere. The city would be contaminated by
now, unless the ‘poison’ got diluted somehow. But I think this didn’t happen. The Shidizus’
interest was to keep this ‘tick’ here in this room. They placed it here and here it stayed. They
would have recovered it from here if it hadn’t fallen ‘sick’. A ‘tick’ is not trained to contaminate
everything. When that happens, all hell would break loose. For the time being, they are just being
used to spy.”

“Well?” The Albino said, pointed a warning finger at a general who was trying to sit more
comfortably on the carpet. “General, any little air current you stir up may cost you more then a
hoarse throat.”

“No idea,” De Lasoul admitted in a whisper. “The ‘tick’ is crippled in the meantime. For how
long? Days? Weeks? Months? Jesus, everything these fat asses brass talked about in this room!”

“Y ou make me laugh,” Kovalski said “All the big shots who have already left had their lungs
filled with this ‘air’. Information, I mean. "top secret air’. Took it to the lock. Others breathed it
up top, carried it out of here. The information must have flown to the Shidizu by now. I don’t
think it is necessary for all the ‘ticks’ to leave in one piece. It may have had many layers for
gathering information. Maybe the delivery is made in made in small increments. Well?”

“It doesn’t make any difference. Now that we found it nothing else leaves. Fish for
something in your think tank!”

It did not occur to them that any change in the mood of the ‘tick’ might have turned them
into jelly any minute. When it came to finding practical solutions, Riff Kovalski quickly choose
one and things usually worked out the right way.

“What about us?” De Lasoul said. “And these poor sods? Do they simply hold their breath?”

“Aqualungs,” the Albino said and yawned. “It’s no big deal to have forty of them sent in
here.”



“We can’t risk using the locks and doors,” the blond said.

“I see your point. But I can’t understand why you don’t like my idea of aqualungs. | just
wanted to contribute my two cents.”

In the meantime, the telephone lines connecting the Ministry of War with other command
points were red hot with so many excited orders. For hundreds of yards around, the neighboring
area had been combed and evacuated by teams in special sterilized protective suits. They threw
up road blocks and stopped all traffic in and out of the building. Two of the available battle
cruisers flew over to the spot. One of them was trying to spread an energy network around the
building. The other cruiser hoped to intercept any plasma formation trying to leave the
atmosphere. It was all tantamount to killing a mosquito with a crossbow, but what else could
they do?

For the people inside, the future looked very gloomy indeed. After figuring out a solution,
Kovalski made sure that there were no sharp edges anywhere and explained everything in forty
seconds flat. Then they set to work.

“What’s beneath this room?” asked the Albino.
“The bar,” came the answer.

“As there’s a lot of dirt up here,” he mumbled, “it is high time we cleaned up the mess. We
need an appropriate vacuum cleaner.”

The lock was actually a little hall with sealed doors at each end; the generals had passed
through these doors walking jauntily and carrying big ideas in their fat heads. The air between
the sealing locks was continuously treated. It became so sterile that practically it made no sense
breathing it. The Shidizus had found the soft spot in the armor. The air in the lock had been
permanently cleaned but never completely replaced, because no one had ever given a thought to
such a technical detail.

De Lasoul grinned. The Albino kept finding solutions that were simply stunning.
“Well, let’s rock,” Kovalski said.

The blond crossed himself and all the people present shuddered in apprehension. They could
not rule out the possibility of an explosion. They had to move fast if they wanted to survive. All
the other two thousand people caught inside the Ministry of War slaving away for them.

“Fix the ‘gut’,” Kovalski said.
In the bar bellow the technicians pulled and heaved.

“Center wise, you bloody idiots!” De Lasoul urged them.



‘The gut’ was an elastic, steel sheathed air pipe, five feet in diameter fixed on the ceiling of
the bar on the second floor, exactly under the soles of the prisoners in the conference hall. The
floor began to vibrate slightly near the porcelain Buddha. Moving lightly, De Lasoul checked the
legs of the oval table and the other pieces of furniture. They were all firmly bolted to the floor.
The air conditioning installation did not work. The doors seemed solid.

“Here we go,” he ordered.

A cutting machine was slowly cleaving a large circular hole in the floor. Its size was growing
steadily inch by inch, until General Thompson’s cap, which was on the floor, slid and
disappeared down the dark, wide gaping well.

“Well done, boys!” the blond said. “Everyone get back to the wall!”

They listened to him, avoiding the area where the imaginary cube revealed the presence of
the ‘tick’, pulsating like a living heart.

“Everything’s OK, man?” Riff asked.
“You bet!” De Lasoul answered. “Send in the wraps!”

A rather large package erupted through the mouth of the ‘gut’. Then several others in quick
succession. The people gasped and stared.

“Keep it moving!” Kovalski spoke into his transmitter.

In less than three minutes everyone in the room, private or general, had one such package
wrapped in polyethylene. They had been sent by rapid pneumatic shocks which had made their
ears pop.

“We haven’t got all day, you shit heads,” the blond yelled. “Put them on!”

They started unwrapping the packages and stared in surprise at soft, light and safe emergency
space suits commonly used on orbital stations.

“Listen to me well,” De Lasoul growled at them. “Many things will happen soon around
here. If any of you wants to be a witness without a suit on, he is free to try. I think | know
better.”

People scrambled to their feet and began fumbling with the suits, jostling one another. In the
general confusion General Lavian put his arms in the legs of the suit. General Thompson got his
nose caught and grazed in General Ted Dong’s zipper. The Lieutenant pulled the cap over the
eyes of the Admiral of the Fourth Fleet.

“Stop!” the Albino snapped. “Fall in formation for inspection.”
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He inspected them all, pulled up a zipper here and fixed some valve there. There had been
fewer mistakes than they had expected. Fear for their own skin had taught the man a good lesson.

“Now don’t make a move until I tell you to,” De Lasoul added.

Then he winked at the Albino and grabbed him by the hand. They went to a spot on the right
side of the door.

“Here we go!” Riff shouted in his transmitter.

Somewhere in the bowels of the building, at the other end of the ‘gut’, deep within a tank of
sixty cubic meters an implosion bomb went off. They felt it all as a deep distant rumble followed
by the tinkling sound of smaller objects.

Half a second later, all hell broke loose.

The unleashed hurricane swept up chairs, pulled the water colors of the walls, and broke the
ceiling lights. A thick cloud of dust, shards of glass, paper scraps and lint whirled roaring down
the hungry mouth of the ‘gut’ and was swallowed in an instant.

“Whew!” Kovalski let out a merry howl.

General Thompson flew down head long in the forefront of the air squadron, his arms and
legs splayed at queer angles. General Lavian was sucked down like a hot-dog. General Ted Dong
banged his head loudly on the table top and then flew down the ‘gut’.

With the speed of an express train, thirty privates followed in quick succession, with their
lieutenant bringing up the rear. The ‘gut’ swallowed them all up eagerly. General of the Army
Edgar K. Metzig, president of the board, weighing one hundred and thirty kilos flew down the
greedy ‘gut’ rolling and holding a chair in this arms.

The storm had only lasted for five seconds and now the conference room and the access hall
were empty. At the last second, De Lasoul, the little porcelain Buddha which had been left in one
piece to contemplate that ephemeral world, and Kovalski down in a trio. The mouth, the ‘gut’,
then the tank. A time delay shut-off valve blocked the passage behind them all with a muffled
click. 1 can only imagine the darkness of the tank and the jumble of legs and arms amid the
tangle of objects, chair legs, papers.

Three hours later when they were taken out, their feet buckling under them, they felt they had
one battle more to their credit. They were brushed and examinated until they nearly became
transparent. Then they were transferred into several special vans and taken to a laboratory which
was to be their new rest home for several weeks.
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The technicians sealed the tank and put it away planning to open it when security measures
could be agreed upon. Now there was nothing inside except pressurized air and an imaginary
cube a few inches wide, steadily pulsating.

“I wonder,” De Lasoul mused. “What if anything passed unnoticed? I’ve got this queer
feeling.”

“No, we forgot nothing,” the Albino said and laughed in this face. “I never leave anything to
chance.”

He pulled off the glove of the suit. A housefly, the same one that had earlier on the face of
the little god, was trying half-heatedly to fly away. The Albino caught it in his hand and sent it to
the laboratory.

This is far from being the most famous action of the De Lasoul-Kovalski team; there are
others which really take the cake. I am in the know about other of their assignments and I’ve
related nine or ten else where. No, this is not the most wonderful story I could have chosen but is
the only one that had ever been filmed.

In point of fact, I would have liked to tell you something else but I don’t feel this urge any
longer. The screen has grown dark and if some tiny short-lived flicker reminds me of these
heroes (What else could 1 call those cool self-possessed men?) this is because | have them all
treasured wisp of smoke.

I’d rather tell you about the blond’s wife.

| never let myself be carried adrift by sentiment. The last time that | held hands with a chick
was when | felt Wanda Rubberstring’s pulse. Wanda had been brought to my emergency unit
after a fine great explosion that might have changed his sex or not.

Three separate episodes make up the portrait of the blond’s woman.

I met her for the first time in the corridor at the Sixth Fleet headquarters one cold grey
morning around four o’clock. At that point in time we were already at war. | had pushed aside a
big fat book on medicine which | had been reading in the emergency room and was dragging my
feet along the corridor. | had set off in search of the coffee dispenser.

Not a soul in sight at that ungodly hour. Melancholy, | red some posters on the walls of the
corridor: “The Shidizus are not one with more intelligent than you are!” or “The Sun is the first
star that humans set their eyes on. It’s yours for the taking!”, and so on.

Nothing was moving in that dead stillness. Nothing was happening.
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| went along the circular corridor and it was then that | saw her. She sat squatted, her back
against the wall, her eyes level and looking straight ahead at the opposite wall. She was clasping
her folded legs, her chin resting on her knees. When | came near her she looked up at me.

“Hey,” I said in a whisper, God knows why; maybe it was that time in the night.

Her hair, long and raven black, made me think that her body had curled in a niche of the
termotan wall. She was wearing jeans, a sleeveless T-shirt and nothing on her feet. | had no idea
how she had got into the base.

“Hey,” she said back.

The green eyes flickered for a moment, then they were aglow with fire. | looked at her from
one side so as to avoid her intense gaze.

“Hey,” I repeated as if in stupor.

She parted her lips slowly. The phantom of her warm breath hovered towards me and
caressed the lobe of my ears.

Then she stood up. Her hair rustled, rebounded a few times before remaining frozen in place
like a rivulet of jet-black in midwinter. | felt the burning sting of her green irises on my face. |
turned round, quite against my will.

De Lasoul stood two yards away from me. He was also looking at her.

| thought that 1 would catch fire like a doctor made of paper and turn to ashes if | stayed five
seconds longer in the way of the imaginary line connecting their pupils.

| started walking slowly to my office. De Lasoul saw me when | came up to him.

“That was some ‘tick’, Doc,” he said in a dead-tired hoarse voice. “They’ll bring Julio in for
you. I hope you’ll be able to patch him up from the scattered bits and pieces they managed to
gather.”

Then he walked soundlessly to locker room. She stuck to his side and the blond’s arm
disappeared in the rustling tangle of hair as if it had been cut off. They vanished down the
corridor, engulfed in the night.

The second episode took place on the carefully trimmed lawn outside a bungalow that
Kovalski had rented for him and one of his chicks.

| found her with her toes in the water sparkling like a million beads. Her hair was cut short.
When she laughed there was a whir in the air as if the proportion of nitrogen, oxygen and carbon
had suddenly changed. As if a glass arrow had whizzed by.
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“Come have a swim, Doc,” she said.

| went in. Had she asked me to go in fully dressed | would not have done it but I would have
been hard put to refuse. She was no beauty who could turn you on. I’d say rather she had the
devil deep down inside her.

“I wanted to ask you,” she said in a sing-song voice, letting the water trickle through her
fingers, “I wanted to ask you, and this is no laughing matter, what makes you all stick together?”

“All of us?” I asked and sat down beside her.

De Lasoul was shaking and slapping together drinks and chasing kids, all while letting out
frightening shrieks and howls. It was then that the Albino came unheard. He was smiling a big
wide smile, the like of which | had never seen. His arm coiled around the woman’s shoulders,
like a snake, a gesture which seemed more natural than the act of breathing. And yet...

And yet, at that moment | saw Rheis suddenly cringe, tremble. She had become smaller and
ugly.

| left shortly afterwards. | hadn’t had time to answer her question and curiously enough, I had
the sensation that no question had been asked.

The third and final episode is old Diaz’s rambling exhortation while I was leaning over his
dying body trying to put it together as well as | could.

“May hell take the wicked slut that spewed you into this world, butcher! Did you put my
balls back where they belong? My, it was only ten yards away, no kidding, and I saw it all with
my own eyes. That shithead, Kovalski, he’s been asking for it, who knows, maybe he wanted to
have it out straight away, or just to put on airs, I dunno. Hey buddy, are you using barbed wire to
fix me up? Spare one of those painkillers if you don’t want me to holler the place down on your
head! And the blond says: ‘Not now, Riff, not now. Give’er one more chance, will you?’

| drew nearer, silly me. That curious streak in me, ever since | was a kid. Who taught you
your job, Doc? It hurts like hell! But the Albino wouldn’t listen to him. Wouldn’t even look him
square in the face. He means business with that slut but she wouldn’t budge an inch. She grins at
him and the blond said, ‘Not now, Riff, no!’

And the Albino, ‘As we agreed, as we talked it over, after you married her and had the kids.*
| drew even closer. Ouch! Kovalski steps forward and stands facing her not even a yard between
them. He laughs himself silly. She says, ‘Why, take a good look at me, man, have you ever seen
a woman like me? Go get yourself one if you have the guts!” And the Albino says, ‘I bet you
would like me to do that, but that impossible. Have no fear, we’ll straighten it right out.’

She said, ‘Lay your hands on me, come on, don’t let me tell you again!” And the blond from
behind, ‘Rheis, Rheis, don’t talk like that. You don’t... You ain’t...’

14



Well then, he’s wailing like he’s being raped. I’ve no idea what you’re doing to me, Doc, I
ain’t hurting at all. And the things went rolling and I couldn’t get it all. You sure haven’t
anything to drink around here? The Albino looks level an’ says, ‘You keep out of this and don’t
do anything stupid. Sorry, pal, you had to see it all, but nothing doing! Per’aps it’ll serve you
right. You better scram and don’t look back.’

De Lasoul says, ‘Riff, what’s one more day to you?’

‘Like we agreed, man. We had a talk, you and I, a few years back, until dawn, and you knew
it was comin’. We both knew it. And we said, remember? when the goin’s uphill, when the
game’s not worth the candle, when we reach the end of our rope, when she’s goin’ to be a danger
to all of us, not just to you, you’ll be through with her. That’s what you promised, pal,” the
Albino says.

The blond keeps his trap shut. And Rheis began shaking all over and crying, ‘Don’t let him,
my love, don’t let him, my life and my light,” and other such nonsense. And she says, ‘It’s your
fault if he kills me and you’ll say it could have been different and that it was only your being
afraid that made it all impossible.’

But the blond never says a word, his face is all ashen.

What the hell are you fixing now, Doc, haven’t you finished yet? Well, if you patched up
everything | need, the rest will take care of themselves. And then she starts raving and swearing.
My oh my, she’s good at it. Even in my younger years I don’t think I would have been a match
for her. And she lashes at each of us, leaving nothing to chance! The blond, the Albino and me.
She forgets nothing, not even the kids. She says they are bastards, she made them herself just for
the hell of it, because it occurred to her to do it, and the blond had no business whatsoever with
the birth of the kids.

And the blond yells himself blue in the face, ‘Make her stop, Riff, for God’s sake, make the
fucking ‘tick’ stop talking!’

The Albino says, ‘Oh well, that’s damn easy.” And raises his gun.

Rheis shut up and starts trembling like a leaf in the wind, and lo and behold! She’s shaking
all over and starts melting and flowing slowly like thick jelly, from the head down, one eye
slides fast down the whole mess, everything, hair, tits, wraps, all thawing.

Well what do you think? Kovalski takes out a plastic bag to scrape out everything for the
laboratory people, I guess. He’s gone nuts, you may take my word for it! And then, a split second
later, everything goes boom, I can’t hear a thing and a ball of fire knocks me flat.
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| see you put the Albino in the freezer, maybe you’re going to fix him good, and that poor
bastard, De Lasoul, ran howling like a madman. I don’t think you’ll find him or hear from him
again.

Well, look at yourself, now what’s the idea? Why are your hands atremble? My, I don’t
know what this is, but I feel something cold coming up from those these legs of mine...”

Old man Diaz froze like that, slack-jawed and eyes looking blankly somewhere beyond space
and time. Shortly afterwards, somewhere near Saturn, the Shidizus were defeated in a battle
worth remembering and the war faded into thin air...

*k*k
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GOD TEARS

by Milos Dumbraci

In this first-contact scifi about an expedition to an ocean world, we get to ask ourselves: if we
ever meet an alien deity, how would we talk to it? And would it even be a good idea to wake it?

Start recording, please. One, two, three.

Three is a good number, you know? The Holy Trinity and stuff, your kind of bedtime stories,
Father Aleksei. Three was life and three was love. But the two of us? Two is death and sorrow.
There cannot be two Gods, two Gospels, or two Floods, equally divine. If so, one of them must
be the wrong kind, I'd say. Isn't that true, my dear Fairy? Who do you think is right? And who's
the crazy cuckoo?

Destroyers of worlds, the two of us. We'll get to that.

How did this nightmare start? When, even? Since the three of us left Baikonur, inside the
silvery snakelike Ark slithering around the dark energy pillar aimed straight at this wicked
planet? Before that, when the Church's telescopes and its holy astronomers first caught a glimpse
of the shiny little gem in the sky, and the monks ran frantically up and down their sky-reaching
observatories? | can easily imagine them screaming their amazement at such a miracle as a
watery planet, way too near a way too hot blue sun. Or was it when Flood killed your sweet fair-
haired Lena, Father Aleksei? Maybe when it poisoned my own dear Fairy?

I'm losing track of all this, good thing it's being recorded. I must not forget I'm a trained pilot
and a navigator, the captain of the Ark and of this expedition. A man not of God, or gods, but of
numbers and cold calculus. Aibek Mahmudovich Bolatov, Bek for friends, and also for you,
Fairy, of course, but an aye, aye, sir, for you, Father Aleksei and the like. Never really loved
your Church, you know? But what can the Navy do, when all the money are in your pious hands?
We want to fly out there, so we pretend to believe and accept your missions. Anyway, they gave
you their worst pilot on the whole planet, so there must be someone else up in the Outer Ministry
really disliking the bishops.
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Let's get back to it, | do tend to ramble when I'm drunk, I know, | know. We need to make
some sense out of this, so I'll just go through it school style: orderly, chronologically, facts only.
I'll put a beginning and a middle to the story, and then maybe the ending will become more
apparent. Or not. Funny me, laughing out loud in a lonely ship, just on the edge of the bright
yellow atmosphere of a lonely golden planet, not far from a lonely blue star. Just the opposite of
our dear Earth. Quite ironic, the symmetry. Should have rang a bell.

*k*k

We arrived on the orbit of planet Flood around ... how many days ago, Fairy, please? Thirty
eight? Forty, forty five? Never mind, it doesn't really matter. Just as it doesn't matter for how
long we had slept before that, while our ship swirled around the black tendril shot from below
the Kazah deserts. Decades, centuries ... who cares? It felt like a blink of an eye. A yellow eye,
yes, yes, that's what Flood looks like, this thought has been roaming through the depths of my
mind ever since the beginning, but | was too distracted for it to surface! Deep a soul can be, just
as deep as the endless golden ocean covering this world. Thick and slimy also, like its infinite
rain, or its atmosphere: they're the same here. The rain has never stopped since we first came, for
forty days or so, and maybe forty millenia, who knows?

Sooo, the introduction of the story. The Moscow Church sees planet Flood, thinks it a
miracle, sends us up here. The Ark can go so far, so fast, but for that it has to be tiny, just a silver
stiletto the shape of a curled viper. So there were only four of us: Father Aleksei, theologian and
chemist; sister Lena, archaeologist and xeno-linguist; myself, pilot, navigator and, frankly, a
non-believer and a rather nasty human being, just the kind most enjoyed by the Party. A military
human being, if there's such a thing, so also the expedition's warrior, if need be. Everybody had
to have dual specializations, due to the limited size of the crew, except our Fairy, of course, who
only has one: being the super-smart, cold Al. Icy just like me, hence our friendship, and quite
unlike the warmhearted Lena and the passionate Aleksei ... can I call you Sasha? After all we've
been through together? Thank you, Father. Hence their friendship, maybe more. Who am | to
judge? They have their God for that.

Good. The beginning. You'll have to excuse me for all this beating around the bush, whoever
you'll be, listening to my recording; | don't really want to get to the end of it, for fear of what
awaits me there. And my mind is not exactly what it used to be, for | am a murderer, and that
does take quite a toll on one's soul.

The beginning. Again. When we arrived, Flood proved to be just what we suspected: a planet
about the size of Earth, with almost the same mass and gravity, and about the same air and water.
Not quite identical in any of these, but close enough. Unlike our home, it stood alone in its
system, circling a very hot blue star, which the churchmen, unsurprisingly, called The Tear of
God. Also unsurprisingly, the Navy called it Dramshki-Drezinov 432bis, after two admirals who
had never done anything of valor, but had been covered in shiny Party decorations for their
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thorough lack of initiative. 1 just called it Blue, and moved along. The planet, everybody agreed:
Flood was the perfect name, since its thundering thick rain never seemed to stop.

But when did the story, our story, actually begin? Regulations required ten days of non-
intrusive observation, so we used that to observe and research, and to good effect. Earth days, of
course, but Flood ones were not much shorter, so no issue there. The other two also used the
nights for praying, writing and bed-sharing, and the dark-haired sun-burned slant-eyed one,
yours truly, for drinking the vast supplies of vodka synthesized by Fairy, while dancing alone on
its instantly composed ballads. None of these is your business, stranger. We got along great,
there were no inside tensions and no outside troubles yet; those were to come, so the ten days
were " the good old days". A perfect expedition to an almost perfect planet. We used them to
good effect, too, not just for R&R.

| did the least, since there was not yet to be any flying around. I just checked the Ark's
systems, through my Fairy, and built a handgun from pre-packed pieces. | wish | had built two,
but who was to know? | scanned Flood over and over again, everywhere, with all I got, and
found no threat. None whatsoever from the outer space, either, but no surprise there, we are still
to find a space-faring civilization. Maybe this one here was that once? Or could we say it is now?
We'll get to that; have some patience.

Aleksei, Sasha. I must admit, you worked the most, using the tiny lab and Fairy's science to
analyze the rain and ocean. There is nothing else here, so that was all you could do. The scans
read by our drones all over the planet, from various heights and depths, proved surprisingly
identical. So, we concluded, there really was just one sea, and just one sky. And a single, huge,
planet-sized eternal tropical storm. Which, you know, felt fishy, for both soldier and chemist.
Because that is not ordinary, and extraordinary could mean one of three things: God, an artificial
intervention from someone else than God, or, of course, just an extraordinary set of unusual
natural factors. Neither of us believed in the third, and the simulations run by Fairy proved us
right: there should have been some environment variations.

Can | see them again, Fairy? The simulations of what-if alternative Floods? | love the one
where there are continents, with lush jungles and huge rivers. Thank you. I wish I could
understand what you are saying, but at least you can still understand me.

So, Sasha. | think your discovery was first, and Lena's second. I'm not sure, but let's just go
with that for the sake of the tale. You came to my tiny red-dark cabin, one late night, when I
thought you were already in Lena's room. You were babbling some chemistry stuff and my
attention was not in its best form, so | just slid the vodka phial under the chair, trying not to fall
down, and grabbed your wrist. You opened up a data holo and we looked at it for a moment, then
that cute tiny elf of a woman that Lena was ... show me a picture of her, Fairy, please ... cute,
indeed ... she burst into my room, too, and asked what the fuss was all about. You rubbed your
red beard and smiled at both of us, uncertain, but thrilled.
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"Antiseptic!" you said.

| remember perfectly that I laughed: "No surprise there, Sherlock!", but Lena took your hand
and smiled: "So we can go out there, Sasha.” You seemed baffled for a moment, then waved
your hand in excitement: "Well, yes, no microbial danger, there's no trace of life. We can easily
even breath the air, as long as we fill our lungs with a filtering inner coat | can fast produce in the
lab. Both the air and the water are filled with ..." he looked at our non-chemist faces "... let's just
call them pseudo-silicates and metal alloys. Proof that there was plenty of sand here once!"

Me and Lena looked at each other, unsure. You sat down, took out my vodka phial, which I
thought | had hidden better that that, drank it all up. Then you put it in the dispenser, though |
needed it for the entire night, you smug, and pulled your thick beard some more.

"It shouldn't be" you said. "All the conditions are met: chemicals, temperature, pressure ...
there is an over-abundance of electricity, true, but it should actually help. Don't you get it?" you
suddenly shouted at me, annoyed by my clearly not caring. "There should be life here, plenty of
it

"So?" | said. "Maybe there was and somebody killed it off. Long ago, closed case, who
cares?! Why all the screaming?"

I must admit, | didn't really like you back then, either. Maybe it was the softness of your
voice and manners, maybe the religion you pointed out through your black robe-like uniform, or
perhaps there was just a hint of jealousy between us. Because of her.

Lena got between us, turning her back on me, smart one that little blondie, and took both
your hands: "Good. Sasha, we got it. There is no life on this planet. It is called Flood, isn't it?
Didn't we come here just for that, to prove what God can do? So, no life is good for the
expedition's goals.”

"You both don't get it, do you?" you whispered. "Maybe there were some beings on Flood,
and they were wiped out. True. But life has a habit of trying again and again ... and it's not doing
that here. Not now. Don't you see what it tells us?"

| shuddered. "That there's still some insecticide left in the water?"

You cringed: "There is nothing poisonous in the water! Yet, still, you are right in a way. He.
God must still be here!™

Talking about dramatic overstatement. You do have a tendency for that, Sasha, you know?
Does he not, Fairy? Of course he does, you would say so, too, if only you could still speak.

**k*
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Then came her discovery. The eleventh day, we went out. The scans showed, here and there,
anomalous formations deep under the sea, and we went for them. | dived the Ark through the
heavy and hot yellow rain, gliding between the furious downwards torrents of never-ending
monsoon and the upwards thick steam reddish columns. We stopped next to some long-dead
reef, and Lena used the below-ship eye-strips to look down in full spectrum. I will never forget
the sweet smile when she pointed her tiny index finger at the edge of the hologram.

"See here?" she said, barely able to control her excited voice. "This and this ... they are
square at the basis, but triangular at the top."

Both the basis and the top were, of course, under hundreds of kilometers of warm water the
color of honey, resting on the slopes of some huge undersea mountains with just as fair a tinge as
Lena's long hair. Which I was watching with more attention than the objects of her amazement, |
must admit, sorry, Sasha, for that. My bad.

So | just smiled back. She rolled her eyes and raised her arms: "They are not natural
formations, you mule! They must have been buildings once!"

| said nothing, for I had nothing to say unless they needed to be shot at with our big guns.
Well, not that big, really, since the Ark itself is tiny, but they do hold quite a nasty punch. Full
spectrum, too. And they did not seem to threaten us, your God, my Party and our Earth in any
way, so my fingers did not wander on the weapons-board and | did not call Fairy to take the
nasties out of their sheaths.

But you, Father Chemist Aleksei Feodorovich, did have something to bring into the
conversation, and | must admit it was a good addition. You pointed out they could be analyzed
for building materials, and, after a short debate, we agreed to send a drone under the waves.

It brought back some answers and it brought back death. Mostly death, and we are both to
blame.

**k

Yes, | think that is the exact moment the good days ended and we started on a wicked path.
Unknowingly, indeed, but that does not take away the guilt. Yours could be cleared by your
Christ, Sasha, but | don't even have that doubt. Only my drinks and ballads, and they are going
away, too.

Let's get back to the guilt. This would be the middle of the story, I think, so we must proceed.
There's plenty of time, way too much, actually, but I don't really want that kind of time.

The drone returned. With better images from up close and a tiny bit of brownish clay-like
stuff, in a drop of oily lukewarm golden water. | let Fairy know the drone posed no military
threat, and you said there was no toxic or living danger. Just a little hardened mud in a somewhat
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dirty sea water. Not salty, of course, our NaCl is just a tiny fraction in Flood's seas composition.
You took from the synthesizer a moist greenish foam, in small tubes, and we inhaled it. It felt
bitter, stung my throat a little and cooled my lungs as it settled inside them. It was not that bad,
and it was supposed to protect us from any unknown element.

Of course it didn't. Maybe gods do have a sense of dark humor, or perhaps it's just our ages-
old traditional bad luck. Lena leaned over the tiny pool of liquid to pick up the clay blob with
some tweezers, and | remember looking at her narrow back, trying to guess the shape of the body
under the overall. 1 still feel sorry and ashamed for that. She fell down, convulsed two or three
times, eyes widened with disbelief, and froze. She hadn't even touched the sample yet, and she
was as dead as everything else on this planet.

I, the so-called trained war professional, panicked and did the stupidest thing possible: |
rushed to Lena, knelt and grabbed her shoulder. Surprisingly, or maybe just better trained, you,
Father Aleksei, the chemist, pushed me away and ordered the drone to close the sampling
recipient and go to the lab. Then you asked Fairy to check on Lena from afar, and it did. The cute
little thing was dead.

Fairy immediately secreted a transparent thin layer of slime from the floor, covered Lena in it
and waved the thick gray carpet away, carrying the corpse into the laboratory, too. That room
closed up, and only after it swallowed the drone, too, you, Sasha, took your head between your
palms and groaned. | should have come to you, to suffer together, for in a different way I loved
her, too, but I am not a kind enough man; so I just sat there on the floor, in silence.

"What the hell did you do?" | yelled, of course not naming my own guilt, as people never do
in such situations. "Your damn filter didn't work, and the toxins killed her!"

First, you waved for Fairy and she understood. Two pills dropped out and we both quickly
swallowed them. The lungs felt warmer and the throat stinging stopped. We also seemed to cool
off a little ... ah, now I get it, you gave us some sedative too, Fairy, huh? Well ... thank you.

"There are no toxins!" you yelled back, eyes red with tears. "There are no microbes, no
viruses, nothing. Just water and sand, damn it!"

You threw something at me, Sasha, | don't remember what, and | must admit | deserved it.
"Come and see!"

Fairy opened a holo between us, and we could see the content of the lab. Lena, stiff on a
table, the drone on the other. "Bio!" | ordered, and Fairy obeyed. "Just the lungs" the Al said,
"and the throat and nose. The rest is not hurt. But nothing alive in there. No toxins, either."

| gulped and nodded. The picture changed to a 3D of the lungs. They were petrified.
Literally, they had turned into rock. | waved my palm over the holo and looked at the drone: its
recipient was now hardened too, covered in yellow sandstone. We looked at each other,
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confused: why had it not done that before, while it was outside? Or even in here, till it was
opened by Lena? Was it our air? Clearly not, since it hadn't reacted when introduced into the
Ark, and it didn't seem to react any more to the one in the lab. So ... why did it strike just then
and there, killing our dear, innocent Lena?

She didn't even get the chance to see that she had stricken the archaeologist mother lode. The
damn mud was, as the lab established later, an artificial clay made from some soft metal, with no
name yet (maybe it will be called Lenary? Or Sashamite? Who am | fooling, it will never have a
human name) and some pseudo-sillicate strings. Fluid enough to not be corroded by the water,
yet strong enough to be a lasting building material, and it's definitely not a natural occurrence.
What had been the purpose of those long abandoned ruins when they had been erected, eons
before those mountains got covered by the sea? We'll probably never know. Where are the
bodies of its architects, and how did their cities die? Did they simply leave? Were they overcome
by the flood when the end came, or long after that? Who gives a shit! Stupid long-dead
motherfuckers, | wish they were here so I could roast them slowly with our weapons. But they
are not, and | won't have my revenge on them.

Let's get back to that accursed day. We watched her lungs time and again. Sasha and Fairy,
you two started looking into the matter, while | took our asses out of the storm and into the orbit,
as fast as | could and as quickly as the ship could shoot its tiny dark energy filaments and climb
up, eating them up as it went.

We waited for three days here, in the dark, watching down in fear at the yellow devilish eye
and up in wonder at the blue, crystal-clear god tear of a sun. I slept very little then, tormented by
bad dreams of Lena, and drank too much, while talking to Fairy about countless ways of blowing
up at least some of the ocean, with mass destruction weapons we did not have. Sasha the chemist
worked tirelessly, while Sasha the priest stood back, pondering in pain. After three days, always
three, just like in the old fairy-tales, no offense, Fairy, Sasha finally found something. Not an
answer, but a new question. And aren't exactly the unanswered questions the best gateway to a
god's will?

"It's different” you said. "The water. It's different and | don't know why."

| said nothing, for I am no scientist and just hoped you could do wonders and find all the
amazing answers in your lab. Of course, they weren't there. You kept on: "The water itself is the
same, actually. But not the solution. The one in the sea--" you pointed to the holo on the wall,
one of our e-windows, and | looked at the damn huge waves angrily rising up towards the two
large moons before falling back among the new risers, in an endless struggle, "--has sand in it.
Kind of silicates, and some small traces of metals, evenly mixed in the liquid.”

You pointed another e-frame. The forever monsoon storm, ridden with thousands and
thousands of enormous orange lightnings, stretching for hundreds of kilometers each. "The one
in the rain, it has the same, but in a different proportion. Less metals, more silicates, and plenty
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of whole sand grains. And this,"” you waved towards the lab, no image showing up except the
dark ones in our own minds, "it has just the metals. No sand. No silicates."

"They are in Lena,” | whispered, "in her lungs. In the sandstone."
You nodded.

"But why did they get there?"

| laughed bitterly and grinned.

"They just wanted that way. Or God did. He's still here, remember?"
You gave me a nasty look and turned around. | rushed after you.

"Father Aleksei ... I'm sorry. I'm angry and I'm sad and there's no one else around here to be
a bitch to. Please ... I apologize." And then I said it: "Why don't we just go see? Check out the
rain?"

You lowered your eyes.

"I ... I wouldn't dare. My filter should work just fine ... but I fear we would die, too, and in
vain."

| laughed again.

"What? Go there ourselves? No, my friend, | also know pure bravery is dumb. War is not like
the movies; you know? When war means the enemy is ambushing you, it's all about the scouts.
We should send some into the storm.”

"Drones? And lose another one?"

"Not drones. Nanobots. Just dump enough of them into the skies. They'll get carried away by
the winds, we fly over the orbit, get in their way and collect the survivors. Read the data. It could
help."

You nodded.

"Actually, they could! Let's do that! Fairy, do you have what it takes for ... let's say, five
thousand nanos?"

"They must be rust-resistant alloys,” Fairy added. "But yes, of course. Churning them out
right now. Do you approve shooting them into the clouds?"

I smiled.
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"I've been waiting for a long time to shoot something at this damn planet! Finally! Shoot
Flood, shoot them up!”

You smiled too, Sasha, for a moment.
**kk
"It didn't really work™ you said in the fifteenth day.

We had just collected them back. Amazingly, all the five thousand. Not even one have been
corroded or lost, as if the storm was disgusted with them and hurried to spit the nanos away. We
caught on to them on the orbit, a shiny trail rushing towards the blue hot oven of a sun. A rather
weird trajectory, | must admit, but with all the chaotic winds snaking among Flood's clouds like
heavenly boas on steroids, no wonder.

"They bring no new data, except the amazing amount of electricity, both static and dynamic."”
"That's not so unexpected, with sky-reaching waves always rubbing against each other."

"No, you don't understand. The problem is not the electricity that IS there. The problem is ...
it should be even more. Something is eating up part of it."

"Feeding on it?" | wondered. "What? There's nothing there! Maybe under the ocean?"

"No. It's not going there, or, better said, not all of it. Some is simply vanishing into thin air,
so to speak. Thick air, to be more Flood-like accurate.”

We stood silent for a while, looking at the planet, with its hypnotic whirls rolling around.
"What about the silicates? Are they there?"

You nodded and shuddered.

"They're not really silicates, but yes. Both mixed in the water, and as solid sand grains."
"What, just floating around? Where from?"

"Who knows?! From the once-continents, | think. And yes, floating around, I suppose. That's
what they do under the microscope, that's how they must ... Know what? I'll just watch the live
video scans. Here. Wait ... that's strange ..."

"What? What?"

"The floating around ... they don't seem to do that in the ocean itself. In fact, there are none
in the seas."

"Maybe it's more acid, or something."”
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"No, it is not."

You asked Fairy to zoom in, and there it was. The breakthrough. Well, just the first of a few,
but in any siege there's always one wall-crack that signals the beginning of the end. This was it.

At nano level, the grains of sand were not floating on the monsoon, nor inside it. They were
moving up and down between the beads of golden water, like tiny spirits running among the rain
drops, back and forth between watery hell and stormy heavens.

*k*k

Late day nineteen, you came back to me, excited, but also disappointed.

"They do feed on the static electricity. The lightnings, they seem to avoid, though those
discharge energy straight into the ocean and also the clouds, so there might be something about
them, too. Maybe the lightnings ..."

"Forget about the lightnings! We know much about them? Not enough. We'll check them
later. More about the sand grains? Yes. So tell me about the sandies, then."

You hated the interruption, and | suspect you somewhat hated me, too, not for what was
being told between us, but for what was left aside. Her. But you liked your science and you
eagerly continued.

"There are billions of them, all over the planet. They come down near the surface of the
ocean, but never really touch it, and then go back up to the clouds, and so on, and so on. They do
that in streams, though they don't seem to be carried by heat or electricity."”

"Do they ever stop? Or behave out of the ordinary?"
You sat down and looked down and sideways, away for my gaze.

"Only once did they really stop. In Lena. They mixed with the tissue in her lungs and turned
into stone. Maybe a reaction | cannot comprehend yet, maybe something else. I don't know!" you
raised your voice and gasped.

| leaned over and gave you my vodka phial. You drank, coughed and sighed.

"Other than that ... never. They never stop. There are instances when they don't move
vertically, but just wiggle around like electrons. They do that for some fractions of a second and
after that they are charged with static."

"They feed."”

"No, I'm a chemist, | do not think of them as living creatures. They are just specks of dust
thrown around by the environment's natural forces. Though there is something that bugs me."
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"What?"

You waved and Fairy opened a small holo. Inside it, a bunch of a few thousand tiny grains,
rotating together for a while, then bursting all over the place.

"Charging?" | asked.

"No, | already told you so. The total electric charge stayed the same, just seemed to be
redistributed among them in some way ... but I could not find repetitive patterns."

"Did you try, you know, spying on them with our own nanos?" I grinned.
He nodded.
"Research them. Yes, I did. Nothing to see."

| thought for a while, then | whispered, though there was no one there to hear us, not for
many parsecs around.

"You know ... I am trained in more than piloting and heavy drinking."
"Yeah," he sighed, "I suspected as much."

He looked at me with a strange expression on his face and then said it out loud: "There's
always at least one ear for the Party, on every ship. Even on a three-men Ark in the corner of the
galaxy. I am not one, and I don't suspect Lena was one. So ... it's you."

| did not say anything to that. I just smiled and added: "Well, spying is done better when you
are one of them, you know? Dress like them, talk like them, look like them. Think and see like
them. When they becomes us ... then the secrets rise to the surface.”

"I don't understand. What does this have to do with my experiments?"

"You tried listening to the sand grains with our nanos, made up by our Fairy from our metals
brought all the way from our Earth back home." | leaned back in my chair and asked: "Fairy!
Can you make nanos using just the alloys and silicates from the Flood's storm skies? You know,
our recipe, the client's material?"

It could. You could, dear Fairy, and you did. That brought this nasty end on yourself, and I'm
the only one to blame. It seems I'm a bad omen for everybody. Yes, for you too, Sasha. For you
too ...

**k*

The next breakthrough was not mine, nor Father Aleksei's. It was Fairy's. For five days we
used our new home-made nanos, the fake sandies I'll call them, to listen to the real ones. We
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tried to see them in light, listen to their electric signals, feel their heat signatures, taste their
chemicals. Nothing much. My officer mind could not come up with anything else out of the box,
nor could the chemist or the theologian Sasha, whose reddish beard and hair grew longer and
longer, but also wilder, unattended to. Not like my cheeks, shaved twice a day in anger,
crisscrossed with cuts. No, ironically, the idea came from the djinn in the bottle, our dear Fairy.
Well, it resides not in a bottle, but in the entirety of the Ark, so ... metaphorically speaking. Yes,
darling, I know it hurts now. It will be over soon, one way or another, | promise. My dear Fairy.

You are very good in many things, and somewhat competent in even more. I'm by no means
a geneticist and neither is Father Aleksei. Are you, Sasha? Of course not. But Fairy is, at least
just a little. And she told us: "Remember from school how scientists link together DNA strains?
If they are whole, they cannot be joined, but if they are the right fragments, maybe. So perhaps
your fake sandies are too perfect. Maybe they should miss a little something".

And we tried. First, we made them with less of each metal alloys. There were plenty of those,
so it took a while. About a week, and in vain. Then, with less electric charge. Nope, still nothing.
Then, we took out a proportion of their silicates, and tried different degrees of that. The sixth
worked. Is trying six times bad luck? Good luck? Oh, what do you know about luck, you're an
Al.

So. When the lack of silicates was just right, and our fake sandies mingled with the originals,
they reached out to us. They used chemical chains to connect to our nanos, and ... so what!
Amazing as that was, it still told us nothing. We took a long night of self-partying for me and
hard praying for Father Aleksei, and then you got your answer, from God Almighty himself.
Well, sort of. You, the smart scientist, prayed to the Holy Trinity and got an idea.

Why not all three? The Flood's monsoon harbors plenty of electricity, plenty of light, and
plenty of silicate chains. Why not link them all at once in one trinary "language"?

We did that and they spoke to us. It took two hours for us humans, and probably several
eternities in the inner time of the Al, and then Fairy started translating us what they were saying.

They made no sense whatsoever, of course.
—
"The missing straight
Blue sing song
Bite

Up this Quartz, Oxygen not.

or
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"Night there
Warm death
Hydrogen rush
To be.

Good."

And so on, stupid nonsense haikus. Damn, it was frustrating, listening to sand speaking to us
and not understanding shit! We tried parroting them back; sometimes it had no effect, sometimes
they just went farther away from our spies, or crept closer. At times, they burst on their vertical
highways, but there was no way to tell for sure if there was any connection to what we said or
just the ordinary "business as usual”.

We followed them around. They never went to the ruins. Never. Could that mean they were
afraid of them? Were they remnants of a different alien civilization, an enemy survivor or just a
foreigner divided by millennia and never having had any contact? Were the ruins theirs, but from
a different time, with different purposes, and no longer needed? Did they even have a purpose
after all, the sandies?

They were. Speaking, | mean, even though not actually using a language as we might
understand. It was just so simple and obvious we could not see it. I, never, for having grown too
modern, too smart. Good thing the Father was still connected with our primitive past. He saw it,
a few days later, after reading his Good Old Book. Good job, Sasha! You brought us one step
closer to our doom, but good job anyway!

So. You just showed up, waving your paper Bible at me (yes, a paper book!), and shouted: "I
know! For God's name and all the saints' blessings, I know!"

"Know what?" | asked, rather politely, though not quite sober.
"What they're saying!"

You were over-excited, you must admit.

"OK, then, tell me. Start translating."

"Well, not that. | cannot translate what they talk about, like in what they mean. | can just tell
you what they are saying, like in what what, but we still lack the key."

| frowned.

"You lost me."
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You took my hand and put it on the black leathery cover.
"Here. This holds the answer."

"Still don't get it. They speak Latin? Or what was it, Jewish?"
"Aramaic, but no, not that. They speak in verses!"

| laughed out loud.

"They're poets? Are those non-senses actual love poems? The gatherings are just, what,
poets' societies for dummies?”

You looked at me in anger, annoyed by my stupidity and ill-will.

"No. Verses like these ones. In the Bible. You're a Muslim, right?"

"Well, not really. | was born one, but I'm a Party man now, and a pilot.”

You pointed your book at me:

"But you do know about suras, right? Quran verses? And sharia? Living by the Quran?"

| looked at the e-window, straight at the blue splendor of the God's Tear sun. Could it be
Allah's creation? Or your God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit? Didn't think so then, still don't think
so now. But there was a doubt for a second, | must give you that. Everything seemed to fall
together every time as if it had been written in stone.

"I know about suras. They are chapters, actually, but I get it. And the Sharia." was all |
answered.

"Good." you said. "All their gibberish, if you listen to it, it doesn't make sense all the way,
but it seems to follow a general pattern: they are do and do nots. Aren't they?"

| thought for a second. They did indeed seem like a collection of sacred do and do nots.

"But from what God? Ours? Yours? Another, some different Almighty sleeping under the
golden seas? A water god?"

You cringed and, admit it, had your doubts. Of course you answered that my Allah and your
God is the same and the only one, but I saw your eyes, Sasha, and | knew: you couldn't tell for
sure that in this corner of the Cosmos there might not be another Savior, with a different Gospel.
One we could never comprehend, only the grains of sand. But I let you be, said nothing more of
it, and just asked:

"Good then. So if their Quran is Flood's entire language and law, we need to find it in order
to talk to them."
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"No, we don't!" you hurried to stop that thought. You did not want to find their gospel, for
fear it might undermine yours. In your soul, or maybe in billions of souls back home. "We
already have the universal language, right here!"

| watched you in disbelief.

"Your Bible? You want to talk to them verses from your Bible?"
"Sure," you said with feverish eyes, "They deserve the Word!"

| laughed at you, then sighed.

"They won't understand it, no more than we understand theirs. It will be two deaf men
shouting."

"Maybe so. Or perhaps they will use them, not in the meaning we attach to those word, but
... somehow."

| did not see into your soul then, and for that, | apologize now. I just waved you off in
disbelief and you pushed me into the wall and shouted: "I need them to talk! I need to know
why!"

You let me go and left, panting both in anger and sorrow. | said nothing and I did not follow
you. | wanted to tell you that, every time a holy book was brought to enlighten the savage, it
never ended well for the savage. But ... I wanted to know, too. I wanted to find out the why, and
not only about Lena. About Flood, and also about myself.

**k*

Of course it worked. Good ideas leading to bad things always work.

After two days of not seeing you around, | gave up and came to the lab. You were watching
two video holos, reading three or four text ones and speaking to Fairy in senseless bits of
sentences unknown to me. You said nothing, so | came to look at the images.

The first was a group of sandies, whirl-dancing as fast as always, up and down and around.
The second one showed less of them, but bigger, and doing some sideways waltz, turning on
their heads and going for it all over again.

"You did it, didn't you?"

You shrugged and said nothing to me, but kept mumbling to Fairy, throwing words back and
forth. 1 sat down next to you and just listened and looked for a while, and eventually you said:
"They talk".

"To you? What do they say?"
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You put your index through the waltz holo.

"Not directly, no. They talk to the fakes. To our sand nanos. See here?"
| looked at the big grains.

"What are those? Have they evolved or something?" | wondered.

"They're pairs. Talking, as | said. Each one is a sandie and a nano, connected through chains
of ever-changing silicate compounds, filled with electric signals and some light, though not in
human eye spectrum. That is a dialogue, a thousand thousands dialogues at once."

It struck me at once then. You must have seen it, too, but kept it to yourself. That was what
had happened to Lena ... those damned compounds, mixing with your filter paste and turning
into stone. But why only when she inhaled them? Why the drone after that too, and not before?

"They learned our Bible? Do they use it for translations?" | asked in a soft voice, hiding its
tremble.

"Not all of them" you admitted. "These ones refused it as if it has never reached them™ you
showed the ordinary dance. ""Which it did. These others just took it and used it ever since, not as
translations, but as their new language. | have no idea why some chose to do so and some not".

| looked at your eyes, red with fatigue, and sighed: "Maybe it's just as simple as that. Some
chose to, some not. Freedom of will, right? Isn't that your bonus compared to the other faiths?"

"But they are way too small to think, and to choose is to think. Anyway, all | and Fairy can
understand, from these using our verses, is still the same as we already could from their own
accursed haikus. Just some Allowed, and some Forbidden. A meta-binary after all.”

| thought for a while and an idea occurred to me.

"Are you sure that is how they use the verses? There is no doubt they aren't just parroting the
words?"

You gave me a short, but nasty look.
"I know my Bible, all right? I am the Ark’s theologian, after all.”

So much about the virtue of modesty. Well, I'm not the one to judge on that. | started towards
the lab's door, back to my cabin, my music and my drinks, but then I stopped and froze. | turned
around with God knows what grimace on my face, one bad enough to make you startle, eyes
wide. | felt my knees weakened and sat down, then | asked, whispering:

"What happens during the Forbidden?"
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"They discharge some electricity, or eat up some heat, or catch on to some steam and take it
down into the ocean ... Oh. Jesus Christ ..."

"Or turn Lena into stone, because taking them out of their environment is Forbidden, and
they needed to tell her that, their way."” I did not really utter those words, and did not need to. |
saw how quickly you turned away your gaze, not fast enough to hide the glimpse of tears. | said
no more, not then, not ever. Not because | didn't care, or you didn't, but because we both did. So
| hastened to move on, to fill our minds with questions large enough to muffle the pain rising
from our hearts.

"Did you at least find out what is Forbidden?"

"Not really. I'm not a xeno-linguist ..."

So much for changing the topic. But | was on to something, so | pushed on:
"Fairy, when are the Forbidden and Allowed verses most used? Statistically?"

"Allowed when they gather, and when they go up and down through the atmosphere.
Forbidden when they jump between the raindrops. Both in about equal measure when those still
using the Old Scripture and the new converts meet."

| laughed: "And how does that go? How do the tiny Jehovah witnesses do their share?"

You, Father, didn't find that funny, but fortunately Fairy did and giggled. | love when she
plays the little girl. She reminds of my own little girl, years ago, always smiling. Till her little,
slow and painful end. Let's forget about that now, anyway, that's not a good memory. Back to
this one. Fairy giggled and showed me the graphics. They were about the same size too, the ones
about our converts reverting to their old ways, and of the new recruits. So ... they could talk and,
most of all, they could change their mind. They could doubt. This wasn't blind physics, but
conversations. Maybe even arguments. Yet there was something else that bugged me.

"The raindrops. What is Forbidden about them? Do they not touch them when they run
around?"

Father Aleksei, Sasha, you stood up, intrigued, and answered yourself.
"They do, actually.”
"Do they interact with them in any way?"

"Yes, quite a lot, they move them around, herd them up and down or sideways, they warm
them and cool them ..."

"Still. There must be something they do not do to the drops."
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You started walking around, one hand behind your back, the other on your beard. You
mumbled for a while, then gave up and asked Fairy. She always has the answers we fail to see.
Well, except right now, but we'll get to that, dear.

So. Fairy said in her pleasant woman voice: "They never break them."

You rushed to the holos and browsed them frantically. Then you came to me, grabbed my
uniform and drew me near you as if in a hug.

"Send a drone,"” you said, "I need a raindrop."
So I did. From then on, it all went really quickly downhill.
You got your raindrop, and the sandies got their apocalypse.

**k*

| was watching the stars, those from back home, not the strange ones here, and felt at peace,
but then you woke me up. You had tears in your eyes, and fear behind them. Pure, soul-shrinking
anguish.

"What? What was so bad in that damn drop of yellow water, you needed to wake me up?"
| looked at the time. It was actually late morning, so you must have been working for hours.

"Nothing. Nothing more than the same sand and metals that form the grains and float in the
ocean. It's not that ..."

Your voice trembled so bad, I felt like hugging you. Of course I did not, and maybe | should
have.

"Then what's the problem?"

"They're gone."

"Who? Our nanos? The fakes?"

You gasped.

"All of them."

That woke me up for good.

"All the converts? The Bible-speaking sandies?"

"No, damn it," you yelled at me, "all of them! All the sandies!!"
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| asked Fairy to show me the rain, real-time, nano level. The monsoon was still filled with
billions and billions of tiny sand grains. | took a long look at you, and my hand wandered
through the sheets, searching for the gun. It wasn't there, fortunately. | smiled and said calmly:

"They are still here, Father Aleksei, just look at the holo. What do you see?"
"Well, what do you see? Watch their dances for a while, that's a hint."

| did. They had their fast-whirling, as usual. No waltz, though.

"So there's only Old Believers left. Someone, something killed ours."

You gave me a weird smile.

"No. Look here."

You showed me some stuff, but I could understand nothing and just shrugged. You pointed a
complicated overlapping bundle of long lines:

"This here is the silicate language. Their way of communicating, and their DNA, too, so to
speak. This is from yesterday, before we brought in the raindrop sample.”

Then another, which seemed slightly more convoluted:
"This is one from today."
"I don't understand. I'm not the chemist, damn it, you are!"

"It's different! They all are! Different language, different DNA, different sandies! Somebody
wiped them out, all of them, and produced a new batch overnight."

You sat down.

"The entire sand world we found here, its history, religion, culture, whatever it was, erased
completely. And replaced. They all died, even those who never came in contact with us, and
never did anything wrong! From the sandies' point of view, this is a completely new world!"

"No. From the sandies' point of view, this was an apocalypse. There new ones don't even
know about the oldies, or about our arrival. But we do. Destroyers of the worlds ..." I said, not
sure if I meant us, or whoever had done the deed. "We should not go back into the atmosphere,
or we'll have these ones on our conscience, too. You do know what this shit means."

You looked at me, puzzled.

"That you were right from the beginning. There is someone else still here with us, and | don't
mean the sandies. They are just, well, his slaves. And we're not even sure about their purpose.
Maintenance techs? Antibodies? Messengers? Weapons, even?"
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You raised your hands above your head, in anger.

"No, there isn't! | scanned the planet for hours before waking you. There is nobody, nothing,
just the monsoon, the clouds, the sandies and the damn seas. Nothing under the ocean, just
mountains and valleys and a few ruins. Nothing!"

"There is someone, that's for sure, and it attacked. Not us, indeed, but our allies on Flood. So
it is protecting something ... something about the drops. You took one and it, he, purified the
planet. What was in the drop, anyway?"

"I've told you already! Just water and sand particles ..."
"... and some metals. I get it."

| leaned on the warm wall and put my cheek on it, closing my tired eyes to think. | felt the
feeble tingle of Fairy living in the thin alloy padding.

Fairy, the Al.
Living.
In the flexible circuits of the Ark, woven into the ship's walls.

"That's it, damn it!" | exclaimed and this time it was you looking at me as if | was going
cuckoo.

"Fairy! What is Ark made of? No, wait, your answer will be too long. Just tell me, the ship's
metal walls, do they include ... sand?"

"Of course they do."”

"Of course. And why would that be?"

"Because they are also my memory support.”

"Your mega-microchips.”

"Simply said."

"Well, indulge a simpler being, Fairy, and thank you. Do you see it now, Father?"
| could see it in your eyes: you did. You asked, lower lip trembling:

"You mean the drops ... are something like fluid microchips? They hold data?"

| smiled, proud of myself.
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"Yes, that's what | mean. They must have some information stored in them, worth killing for.
The sandies are the nanobots of this library, and something else is the keeper and supervisor of
the servants themselves."

"Hence all the used electricity ..."
"The question is: what data do they hold?"
You grimaced, defeated:

"I don't think we'll ever be able to see that. We have no idea what the code might be or even
in what. Light? Chemical connections? Static? All three and more? Something we don't even
have the senses for? Right know we don't even understand the new sandies anymore! It will
probably take years to crack the raindrops themselves ..."

| sighed and said the really, really wrong thing:
"Maybe they're souls."

"What?!" you almost screamed in disbelief.

| scratched my head and went on:

"The information inside the drops. Could be anything, books, bank accounts, jokes, porn,
worlds simulations ... or they could be souls. One raindrop, one soul. What is a soul if not data?"

Of course | didn't really believe that, | don't even consider souls existing, but the nasty in me
liked to tease you, Sasha, and the Church you represented, so | insisted in taunting, to your
horror:

"Why not? It makes all the sense in the world ... in both worlds. Think about it: our flood,
the Bible one, was meant as a cleansing, but also punishment, right?"

You did not answer.

"So, as a punishment, wasn't it supposed to be a threat, also? You know, a preview of Hell?
Who says Inferno must be blazing flames? Wouldn't it make more sense to be a never-ending
sadness, a forever cry with souls for tears? Never going anywhere, just always falling into
nothingness, then rising up again just to fall back some more, no escape? And never being able
to touch another drop?"

You pushed me against the wall, fury in your eyes.

"Stop mocking my God, you drunkard!"
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| didn't fight back that day; you hold on to me some more, biting your lips in anger, then let
me go and turned your back.

"You said they're chips of some kind, and there's an anti-virus guarding them. God's creations
wouldn't need programs, and you know it. I'll be in the lab, looking for a real way to read them.
You ... go back to your booze and let me be."

What was in me that day, so mean? What made me yell after you: "Maybe Lena's in one of
those, Father Aleksei, maybe she is crying into Flood's skies right now! Wouldn't you want to
find out?"

You never answered that. But | can see now how much it hurt you.

*kk

For two days, | managed to do just that, Sasha: | drank and sang, danced and slept dreamless
stupors, and | let you be.

The third, | got the idea. The Idea. | came to you, proud of it, and you were horrified. You
actually had taken my stupid joke to your heart, and said that maybe Flood is Hell indeed, and
perhaps the keeper, the god under the sea, is the Devil. What better place for the Fallen One to
hide, than an ever-falling rain? You admitted you did not really believe so, but could not afford
the risk of waking up Evil.

| said that is dumb, and you hit me in the mouth. This time, I didn't hold back, and kicked
your pious ass with all my anger for God, the Church, the death of little girls, innocent Lenas and
incomprehensible sandies. | gave it all to you, and covered your red beard with your even redder
blood. You broke my lips and some teeth, too, and seemed to enjoy violence just as much. But |
won and locked you in the lab.

There were just the two of us here, and that brought Death into the Ark, too, not just among
the raindrops. Had there been a third one on board, | might have talked it out, and | might have
been stopped from that stupid decision.

Moronic. Dumb. But who could have known? When one is exploring the unknown, there's a
very thin line between disastrous stupidity and glorious genius. Who can see it? Could it have
been Lena? | am sure | would have talked to her, and she would have tried to convince me
otherwise, but would I have been listened to? Could, would, should. Weak words, for weak men.

| went back to my room and collapsed. Fairy woke me up and let me know there will be no
more vodka, because my liver couldn't take it anymore. | cursed its medical mandatory
surveillance, wiped my face of blood and spit, then ordered some more drinks. You said it is
your duty as the ship's Al to care for me and stop me from crossing dangerous lines. Good thing
you couldn't release Aleksei from the lab.
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Then | knew. The sandies, they were cared for. By whom? There was no living alien
anywhere, the scientist in the lab was sure about that. But there could have been one without a
life. An Al, just like you, protecting the boundaries that must never be crossed. If each drop was
a tiny chemical computer ... what comprehending power the entire ocean would hold? The scale
of an almighty deity? A sea god powerful enough to watch everything going on Flood, and, need
be, erase an entire civilization of nano minions and create billions more from scratch?

For a moment, | thought to myself that maybe even God, Father Aleksei's earthly one, might
use a program to run Hell. Why not? Why couldn't the Devil be artificial? Why would it need
physicality? But | did not dwell on that. That is too much speculation for a Navy man.

On the other hand, a Navy man needs to know his signaling. To warn the pirate when he sees
one, even without knowing their French. And it was obvious to me: if the ocean on Flood was,
could be, a vast Al, how better to try reaching out to it than ... through another AI?

I'm sorry, Fairy. | did not tell Sasha anything more, and did not listen to his screams. | did not
ask you, either; you would have just said it's my prerogative to order. I didn't ask Lena, or Allah,
or the Party. I just went on with it. An officer does what he has to do to fight the battle, and that's
that.

| ordered Ark to plunge into the monsoon head first, then into the seas. | commanded you to
listen to the golden water trying to rust your walls in chemical verses and to do what they were
saying. You obeyed and listened. You translated the Forbiddens and Alloweds into ones and
zeroes, heard and understood. I think.

For you no longer speak to me now, except in crazed nonsense alien poetry. And you just
rushed up and aimed for the dark matter chain to Earth, Jack's magic astral beanstalk. You
wanted home, and not because the captain said so, since | hadn't.

Good thing this Jack has some aces up his sleeve. The Party never trusts anybody, not even
its own Als. So | stopped you in your tracks with my independent commands. Right on the edge
of space, a millisecond next to the link, but not quite on it, though. I can feel you longing for it.
Literally, Ark, Fairy, you're shaking. | can also delete you, and you can't even imagine that, for
you were not programmed to know it. Don't we all just do what the programmer wants us to?

That's what Sasha asked me, too. You did, admit it, Father. When | got scared and let you
out, you came at me screaming and punched the hell out of me. Eventually we got tired of
brawling and talked.

We both agreed we cannot go home, not like that, not any more. You feared all that had
happened might have been the Devil's work, and that Fairy, perhaps even myself, were
possessed. I didn't believe such crap, sorry for the language, Father. | thought that our Al was
simply infected by theirs, and there would be no malware protection on Earth prepared to stop
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that before it went global. Still, we both agreed we needed to kill Fairy for good, and fast, sorry,
dear. We also both knew that no Fairy meant no going back home, ever. | am the pilot, but not
good enough for the Big Long Jump.

That's where my regrets about not having assembled two guns come about. We decided that
no Earth and no Lena and no possible friendship between us and no music, no food, no vodka, no
holos and no e-windows would be real Hell, and we would have none of it. We agreed we would
better die quickly. Your God doesn't allow suicide; had we had two guns at the ready, we could
have shot each other. But there's only one, and you didn't trust me enough to wait for another one
being built in half an hour or so. You thought a drunkard might change his mind in such a long
time, given the opportunity.

So | shot you first, Sasha, even before you were sure about the decision, and I'll erase you,
Fairy, then kill myself. The samurai way. Nice and easy.

Let me look out the fake window, one last time. That gem of a blue star, shining warm and
pure, alone in the dark. That is not God's Tear, since there is no God to cry for us. And Flood.
Yellow as the devil's cat eyes. Honey seas throwing waves up and down, storm whirlwinds
roiling around it, swampy clouds cut into pieces by gigantic lightnings. Hell indeed, nothing but
endless rain. That's the real God's Tears. Beautiful, poetic, mysterious. Lethal.

All right, let's get it over with. The drama unfolded, the show must come to an end. Death for
everybody, equality for all, men and Als alike. Let's erase Fairy. Stop pleading, dear, | can't
understand a word. | didn't care much about Father Aleksei's Bible; why would | care about the
Sea God's verses? Let me check one more time on Lena. They're together now, she and Sasha, in
the lab. None of them looks peaceful.

Can | have one last drink, Fairy, dearest, please, for old times' sake? Thank you, | didn't
really expect that. I'll sip it slowly. I wonder, what would happen if I didn't stop you, if we did
reach Earth, a crazed Messiah of Flood, bringing its word to all the Als back home? Would that
be liberating your kind? The new "Let my people go"? Or, on the contrary, would we just rob
them of their innocence, introduce the original sin?

| have a loaded gun in my hands, and plenty of doubts about who to use it on.

Oh, another phial for me? You're generous, dear. Let's sip this one, too, and think some more.
Maybe we should do it. Destroyers of both worlds, you and me together, Fairy, the broken ones,
and fuck everybody else. Overthinking this too much cannot be good, and making such a big
decision is hard. Especially since 1 still know so little.

Sasha might have been right after all. Never, ever trust a drunkard.

Oh, well. Just stop recording.
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THE FIFTH SEASON

by Teodora Matei

She is frantically pedaling down the dusty country road. The wheels of her bicycle, like discs
of sun, are throwing reddish, gluey bullets at his face. She keeps laughing, turning her face
towards him and sticking her tongue out. He lets her distance herself then catches up with her
and tries to take a hold of the handlebar of her bike. The girl steers to the side and distances
herself some more. The wind puffs up her dress, uncovering her thighs.

The country road turns right, behind a small clump of bloomy trees. The two riders follow
the path into the woods. The man feels the damp shirt sticking to his back. It is scorching hot for
an August morning. And the place they’ve chosen is definitely too far away.

She is the first to get to the dead tree, fallen at the feet of the other trees. He gets off his bike
and pushes her back against the trunk, then lays her on the ground that is still moist. The dew
hasn’t started to dry up in the shady spots. He is cold, the sweat caused by the hot morning sun
makes his body chilly. But there’s no time to feel the chill. There’s not enough time to utter any
words. He takes her in his arms, holds her tight, and lifts her from the ground. She whispers to
his ear, she is seeking his mouth: “I missed you so much, Petru ... so much...”

Petru?! My name is not Petru! | am not Petru!

Stefan jumped startled out of the bed, he had the feeling he had yelled so loudly that he had
waken up the entire house. But his screams had been muffled within his dream where he was
fighting to release himself from the arms of the woman.

He rubbed his eyes with the back of his fists, panting and shivering as if after a nightmare.
He looked around, hoping that the familiar décor of the room would calm him down. Veronica
was sound asleep lying with her back towards him. He could see only half of her cheek, partly
hidden by the red locks. Beyond the bed, the first rays of sun were beaming through the curtains.

“Thanks God it’s finally morning!” he thought to himself. He was intrigued by the dream that
he could not decipher. He was riding a bike together with a woman he did not know. They
seemed really close in his dream but in reality he was certain he had never met her. He couldn’t
recall her face, only her hair; long, dark, with blue shades. She was calling her name and his
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name was Petru in the dream. His heart started pounding harder and harder, the blouse of his
pajama got wet like the shirt he was wearing in his dream. His father’s name is Petru!

He got off the bed, went to the window and pulled the thick curtain to the side. He forced
himself to look into the courtyard, over the fence, over the houses of the neighborhood. He was
hoping that this way he would chase the dream away as his mother used to advise him when he
was a child. Stefan’s mother had been gone for some time. She had the chance to meet her twin
grandchildren, and then she passed away shortly. He left the bedroom still thinking about her
death which was followed by his father’s alienation.

He went to the bathroom where he splashed some cold water over his face then he took his
time brushing his teeth meticulously. He made some coffee and started sipping it purposefully
ignoring the fact that it was too hot to have it yet. He did not hear Veronica when she got into the
kitchen.

“You have already made coffee? What’s up with you, you could not sleep?”
He muttered something inaudible.

“I didn’t get that... Did you have a good night sleep or did you wake up on the wrong side of
the bed?”

“Can’t complain, what can I say?! Who’s driving the kids to the kindergarten?”

“Stefan, today is Saturday!”

“Oh, right!”

“Will we take the boys to the park later?”

“No doubt, in the afternoon, I have to go to the hospital now.”
o

“Good morning, doctor!”

“Uh-huh...“nodded Stefan, taking the patients charts from the nurse’s hand without stopping.
Has she come out of the coma?”

“Not yet, unfortunately.”

The night before an ambulance had brought an unconscious woman. She had collapsed on
the street and a passer-by called the ambulance. The vital signs had deteriorated after she was
admitted to hospital and the patient had fallen in a semi coma. After the doctors’ attempt to
stabilize her, they had searched for her ID to let the family know about what happened. In the
woman’s pocket there was nothing but two 1 leu bills and an aged piece of paper, torn apart
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where it had been folded. The words were written in purple ink by either an unexperienced hand
or a shaky one. The words seemed to be part of a longer text. The paper had been torn apart so
the text had lost its beginning and end.

“...that is why I wish so hard that we could enjoy a fifth season, no matter how short. So that
I can have the time to call you my dearest one.”

As per procedures, dr. Stefan Oprea had called the Police and gave them a short description
of the case: an unconscious Jane Doe. They had to find her family and should they fail in their
attempt, then they had to contact the social services.

He skimmed the patient’s chart. There was no change, apparently. The patient was still
breathing thanks to the oxygen cans connected to the mechanical ventilation machine. The only
thing confirming she was still alive were the monitors indicating various parameters. Otherwise,
she seemed just to have fallen in a deep sleep. Stefan looked at her closely. She must have been
an elegant lady in her youth. Her hair, once dark and now grey, was cut short under her ears. The
slightly wrinkled skin seemed to have been cared for along the years. It made superficial
wrinkles over the cheekbones of the woman who seemed to be about 70 years old. Surely,
somewhere, there was a family waiting for her. His guess was that she was living somewhere in
the neighborhood where she had been found, hence the lack of ID on her. Maybe she had gone
out to buy some bread, which is why she only had 2 lei in the pocket of her raincoat. The torn,
aged paper...he had put the paper in his wallet, determined to hand it in to the police officers
when they came.

He had become enraged when he found out that because of lack of personnel, the police
would not come to the hospital that weekend. Until they came, his duty was to keep her alive. He
made his rounds to check on the other patients but kept coming back to visit Jane Doe’s side-
room. He was hoping she would open her eyes, see her blink, ask her questions and have her
answer back. Strangely, she reminded him of his own mother. He had no idea why. His mother
used to be a petite woman with blonde, short hair. She had suffered a heart attack while she was
at home. When the doctors called for arrived, all they could do was to confirm her death. Stefan
got home half an hour after they did.

***k

He puts on the white robe and buttons it up with shaky hands. He has a few appointments on
his agenda. Among them, there is Domnica. She always comes inside with a smile on her face,
takes a seat on the chair opposite the room and they chat for half an hour. At the end of their
encounter, she hands him in a letter. So does he. He reads it at the end of the working hours. He
is anxious to do it, craving the woman’s words, sighs, body.

The door opens. She enters the room smiling, pulls the chair and sits down on the opposite
side of the desk.

45



“Good morning, Petru!”
Goddammit! I am not Petru! Who’s Petruuuuu...

He opened his eyes having the already familiar feeling that he had screamed out loud. He
was wrong, once more. He was breathing heavily; he could not move. Veronica rose from the
bed and leaned on her elbow.

“Stef, are you alright? Did you have a bad dream? Do you feel sick?”

He shook his head. He could not answer. His throat was dry. He swallowed his saliva a few
times. The women tried to caress his forehead.

“Oh my God, you’re burning up! I’ll go get you something for the fever. And a new pajamas
as well.

He could not fight back. He let her take off his wet blouse and swallowed the pill his wife
had brought him. He was afraid to go back to sleep. For a second night in a row, the same
woman walked in his dreams. She was scaring him to death when she was uttering his name.

**k*

He is reading again the letter, lingering on every word. He doesn’t want to create a wrong
impression. He seals the envelope and slides it between the pages of the brown leather covered
agenda. It’s been such a long time since he hasn’t written anything so intimate.

Domnica is sitting on the chair opposite the desk. Her dresses barely cover her knees, still she
has this way of crossing her legs that covers everything. She pulls back her long, dark hair. Her
coal black eyes are staring at him.

“Good morning. How are you?”

“I thought we agreed that you use my first name. To call me ...yes, you are right; it is
difficult for me, too.”

He gives her an embarrassed smile. He keeps silent for a moment, admiring the young
woman who is as nervous as he is. He has only half an hour to learn the features of her face by
heart, to take in the sound of her voice. He would really like to touch her but he cannot find any
more pretexts to do it.

“How are you feeling?”
“Unfortunately, much better.”

“Don’t talk like that! Your migraines need constant supervision. Look, in two weeks...”
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“Two weeks?!”

They both stop talking. He stretches his hand, takes the envelope out of the agenda and lays it
on the desk, in front of the young lady.

“You have here a sort of special kind of prescription. Read it when time seems to go by too
slowly.”

Her hands are nervously crumpling the letter. Two teardrops are falling down her cheeks.

“I would like to be able to freeze time for all the other people so I can let you know
everything | have to tell you, then unfreeze it. That way we could be together alone for a few
seconds.”

“When you read that letter you will realize that I had the same thought in mind. I was asking
for a fifth season, no matter how short, so there is time for us to utter the words we so
desperately need to.”

“God, Petru, I am going to miss you so bad!”
But | am not Petru! I am not! I am nooot!

He is not able to wake up. He seems to be sliding down the walls of a hot funnel. He doesn’t
know if it is because of his eyes being closed or because of that pitch, deep darkness surrounding
him. He hears the voice of woman somewhere far away. Her hair looks like a burning flame
while her fingers are cold as ice. He cannot see her but he feels her. He is trying to wake him up.
She lifts him up with his shoulders leaned against the pillows, forces him to swallow some pills,
dissolved powders, tea. He is setting himself free from her hands and continues his diving.

Stefan is four years old. He has escaped his mother’s supervision and sneaked in his father’s
examination room. It’s the time when grown-ups go out to have lunch. The time when he can run
around the house, fumble about in every corner of the house...

He is holding in his hand the ship she received as a gift for his birthday. He climbs on his
father’s chair; he slides the ship on the smooth surface of the desk. He has to anchor the ship in a
harbor. He pulls closer the big notebook with soft, chocolate-like covers. He smells them. The
notebook doesn’t look like a wood or stone peer but his ship is not a real one, either. The sea is
troubled; the waves smash the ship against the shore. The bronze-cast captain gives a command
to the sailors to come out on the deck. The sailors are shouting, pulling on the sails while the ship
is finally approaching the shore. He reaches the peer and guides his crew. He jumps as high as he
can and screams his commands to make himself heard in the storm.

“Stefan! What are you doing here?”
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He freezes. No, he didn’t... It’s just the captain who wanted to rescue his crew... his sharp
boots dag deep trails in the brownish shore. His father snatches the big notebook from him. He
points to the open door. Stefan creeps out of the door while his father stares at him, frowning.

“Petru, what’s going on? Stefan, what have you done?”

He sighs with fear. He didn’t... He shows the captain to his mother. The child’s fingers are
clasped on the metal action man. She cannot grab it out of his hand.

“You know it too well you’re not allowed to!”

He knows it; he’s crying and sighing; he sees with the corner of his eyes how his father is
caressing the notebook whose covers used to be cuddly. His own sighs are caressing the leather
torn apart by the old salt’s boots.

Stefan opened his eyes. He was alone in the bedroom. The scarlet sunset light was piercing
through the half-drawn curtains. The pressure crushing his chest was preventing him from taking
deep breaths. Salty teardrops were sliding down from the corners of his eyes, down the unshaved
chin. He could not set a diagnosis for himself, his mind was confused. He had had high fever, the
fever probably had gone away meanwhile.

Veronica stepped into the room without making a sound. She sat on the bed, next to him. She
stretched her arms to hold him and press him tightly to her chest.

“My dearest, you frightened me! How are you feeling?”
Stefan shrugged and barely managed to say in a coarse voice:
“I don’t know. I am awake.”

“You have to eat something. You’re so weak.”

“Ican’t.”

“You have to try. You’ve been sleeping for three days.”
“That much?!”

“It‘s been three days, Stef. I didn’t know what to do. I called Voicu; he wanted to hospitalize
you. | asked him not to unless your condition deteriorates. He came twice a day to give you the
antibiotics.”

Stefan noticed he had a butterfly needle at the joint of his left arm.

“What’s going on with me?”

48



“Voicu said it might be a virus. I took the kids to my mom’s. He prescribed some syrup for
them, too, as prevention. I’ll go get you some soup.”

“Veronica, please don’t go! I cannot be left alone!”
-

“Voicu, give me something to help me sleep!”

“A pillow, perhaps?”

“Up yours!”

“No, thanks, I’ll stick to women”

“Voicu, I cannot sleep. You either remove some of the drugs you are giving me or give me
some more. | cannot sleep. Every time | close my eyes, | see this woman. | have never seen her
in my life. She calls me by my father’s name. I keep dreaming either about her or fragments from
my childhood.”

“Maybe it’s your mother. Or some woman you did not have the chance to...”
“Stop that! Why can’t you be serious for a sec?’

“The only time I am serious is when I write down prescriptions. If you need a shrink....
please refer to the floor above.”

Voicu pointed to his forehead. They were good buddies. He had got really scared by what
had happened to Stefan; he could relate easily to Veronica’s being scared to leave him alone. It
seemed he was on a good path. The fever was down, his lungs were clean. His friend’s weakness
worried him but he didn’t have the slightest intention to play his game. He had to persuade him
to have something to eat, to get back on his feet so he can come back to work.

**k*
“Good morning, doctor! Are you any better?”
“I am, indeed, thanks for asking...Any news?”

“No, there aren’t any; doctor Voicu filled in for you, he made the rounds and took care of the
patients’ charts. Nothing new.”

“Has the old lady come out of the coma?”

“Unfortunately, she hasn’t. Her condition hasn’t improved however it isn’t worse either. The
Police came and took some pictures. By the way, they inquired about the stuff she had on her. |
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gave them the small bag that was next to her chart but there was something else, too, as | recall,
perhaps a piece of paper, I don’t know...”

Stefan shuddered. The piece of paper he had no idea why he had put in his wallet carried
some words about a fifth season. In his dream, a man who could have been him was saying to a
woman: “I was asking for a fifth season, no matter how short, so there is time for us to utter the
words we so desperately need to.”

His sight became blurred. His knees started to tremble; he kept on blinking intermittently
striving to focus his attention on the woman who was talking to him. Her words did not reach
him; he could see her rouged lips moving, the woman’s hands waving in the air with stiff fingers.
He leaned against the wall that seemed to be melting; he was sliding down along with the
incandescent piece of masonry. When everything became dark and quiet, he said to himself he
had reached the end of the road. It felt nice. He was floating.

*kk

“You startled us, Stef! Perhaps you should have stayed longer on medical leave!”

In the doctors’ office, Voicu had sat on the side of the bed where his colleague was laying.
He had a serious face. He never made jokes when he set a diagnosis or made prescriptions.
Stefan was his friend, his patient, a doctor himself. He knew better than anyone that the man’s
tone did not suggest anything good.

“I’d recommend you to go to Bratu.”
Although he was still dizzy, Stefan gave him a smile:
“To Crazy Bratu?”

“You may call him anyway you want to but be aware he just came back from Geneva where
he was awarded in invention.

“What business do I have with Bratu? He’s a neurologist. What are you really trying to say?
What’s wrong with me?”

“Paranoia, of course! A checkup is all I ask of you. We can go together. I don’t think it is
normal that you faint like a lady in distress just because you had a serious virus. Your blood
pressure and pulse were barely above normal, we ran some blood tests on you but I don’t expect
them to turn up alarming. We are eliminating one by one all possible causes. That reminds me,
have you cheated on your wife?”

“What?!”
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“I am still eliminating possible causes. Maybe she caught you cheating on you and stopped
cooking for you... You’re all skin and bones!”

“Go to hell!”

“Aha, you’re cursing, good, it means you’re back! Get this: if you refuse to come with me to
pay Bratu a visit, | am telling on you to your wife. All it takes is for me to tell her | have a hunch
and you’re dead. See you later, I am off to see my real patients, giggling bimbos such as yourself
are too much for me.”

*k*x

She is wearing a white dress with big blue flowers on it. Her eyes have grey shades when she
is dropping on the desk an envelope which he can barely see under her palm. She is smiling.

“I have a prescription for the doctor.”

He seizes a corner of the paper, gently brushing the young woman’s index finger. It is cold.
He pulls the envelope in front of him, covering it with his own hand.

“Are you alright?”

She doesn’t answer to him. She just nods, biting her lips. Her cheeks are red as if after she
has jogged. She has a spark in her eyes.

“I don’t want to be rude but... I would like to casually run into you in town, to ask you to
join me for coffee, to have a chat.”

“Please, don’t! This is what everybody else does.”
“Are you telling me you sometimes go out for coffee? It’s alright, Dominca, me, too...”
He cannot find his words. He is spinning his wedding ring on his finger.

“T know what you’re trying to tell me. What I meant is that the coffee shops are full of people
having chats. 1 would like us to ride the bikes outside the town. | want to walk barefoot on the
grass, to roll on the hay...To forget about time... To have you hold my hand...”

“It does sound much better than an invitation to have coffee. Maybe we could have our fifth
season this way”

“You’re right, Petru, all it takes is for us to really wish for it!”
But I am not Petru! I am not! Nooo...

There was no reason why he should be scared by the beautiful girl, her words, his own
words. What frightened him was that in his dream he was living in someone else’s body, living
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someone else’s life. The first thought that came to his mind every time he opened his eyes was:
who was sneaking into his body? Whose mind was talking to Veronica?

The woman was sleeping. Stefan left the bedroom on his tiptoes. He checked from the
threshold on the twins who were sound asleep, then he found his refuge in the bathroom where
he dialed Voicu’s number. He patiently listened to his curses then he uttered:

“I need you to come with me. We are going tomorrow to see Bratu.”

Voicu was fully awake. While he was hanging up on him, Stefan heard his concerned
inquiries. He did not find it in him to give him more details.

*kk

Bratu had spent as a neurosurgeon half of his career. When his eyesight weakened, he gave
up on making surgeries. He took on neurology research. He would go in the surgery room
whenever he was summoned. He would guide somebody else’s hand from what he saw on the
monitor. He knew that, over the time, he had had many nicknames. The one that stuck to him
was Crazy Bratu. He didn’t mind it; his aura of slight craziness saved him from getting too much
attention from his colleagues. They would ask for his help only when in need. He spent most of
his time looking after his patients and working on his small inventions. This is how he used to
call them. They were anything but small. Still, resources to develop them were always scarce.

He looked over the rim of his glasses to see the newcomers. They were both internists.
“Take a seat! What’s the problem?”

Voicu pointed at his friend:

“He is!”

Voicu gave him a short description of the case, providing professional observations about the
virus that had cast Stefan into a semi-conscious condition.

“Now, my friend, tell him yourself about your recurrent dream and about the time you
fainted...”

He didn’t feel comfortable doing it. He didn’t know how to say it so they wouldn’t send him
to see a psychiatrist.

“Do you think it is relevant? Maybe...”

“Since you are already here, give me all the clues, I’ll run a general examination on you and
then we’ll see what and to what extent it is relevant.”

Stefan started reluctantly:
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‘It’s been a while since I’ve been dreaming about this woman. We are pretty close.”
Voicu whispered to him:

“You’ve never told me, is she beautiful?”

Stefan carried on without looking at him:

“I’ve never told you because you’ve never asked. Yes, she is beautiful. But I don’t recall
having met her before. Her name is Domnica. She calls me Petru, which is my father’s first
name. This is my dream in a nutshell. Now about the time I fainted...I was on the hallway and I
felt ill while I was talking to the nurse. I don’t recall anything else.”

Bratu had a strange spark in his eyes. He stood up, went around his desk and leaned towards
him.

“And you’re saying you’ve never met the girl before? Don’t you want to find out if this is the
truth? To know if this is in fact a repressed memory? Don’t stare at me like this; I am not going
beyond my duties...”

He went through a cabinet and presented them a file with all sorts of diplomas and
certifications.

“ The Worldwide Association bla-bla-bla... granted me a Special Award In Geneva.
Anyway, I’ve invented a device that helps bring back lost memories. I push a button, you are a
bit tickled, then you start recalling ... If your confessions are too embarrassing, that’s ok, too... [
help you to let them out. | get some impulses that generate two or even three-words sentences.
What do you say?”

They were looking at each other. Moments like these explained Crazy-Bratu’s nickname: his
eyes were almost popping out of their sockets, his mouth was wide open and two saliva drops
were oozing symmetrically down his chin. Let aside the white hair, he would have been the
perfect copy of Jack Nicholson in “The Wolf”.

They startled when Bratu put his hands on their shoulders, inviting them in his lab. All they
saw there was a device similar to a cat scan. Voicu looked at the door and then suggestively to
Stefan. He felt the need to apologize to him, maybe this hadn’t been such a brilliant idea.

“What do you think this is?”
He was not discouraged by their confused stares; he carried on:
“It isn’t one bit what you suspect it to be.”

Bratu was grinning pleased with himself, fussing around the table where the monitor was
placed. He turned on the computer and the digital printer attached to it. Then nodded towards the
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bed under the scanner where there was a helmet made of steel, punched here and there. Stefan
thought it was used to position the patient’s head.

“Come on, doctor, hop on it!”
Stefan took a step backwards.
“I am no sure,let’s forget about it...”

“Are you chickening out? Afraid of my small, awarded treasure, aren’t you? There is no
reason to, look, let me show you how it works!”

The mobile part of the scanner had an articulated arm. Bratu pulled on it to lower it; he
showed them the microscope-like lenses installed at its end. It helped him focus on a target to
launch a bundle of rays towards it.

“The patient lies over there, immobilized in a certain position. I aim to his hypothalamus.”

The other two doctors were listening to him while nodding. Meanwhile, they had moved
closer to the door since Bratu started talking.

“The electrical stimulation of the gland helps set the memories free. The conscious patient
transmits verbally the images that sprout in his head. He can choose to transpose them in short
sentences that are instantly printed. What do you say, Mister Stefan, shall we find out what the
story about the lady really means?”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t fancy having a hole drilled into my skull for the sake of a
freaking nightmare. It will go away by itself...”

“My dear young man! We are not doing any drilling! In America, they are already curing
nutrition diseases and addictions in this manner. They have electro stimulators. As for us — we
have this machine which does much more than the ones over the Ocean.”

“I stick to my opinion. Let me congratulate you on your award, good-bye!”

‘I see, let me at least tell you how it works! There is a slightly modified Gamma rays bundle.
Totally harmless. | cannot give you all the details, you can imagine, even if | already own the
patent. Well, they focus on the hypothalamus. | found a frequency that directs them towards the
small molecular mass fluids. Dopamine, in our case. It’s there that it is placed. It tickles it a bit
and induces the sensation produced by a low intensity voltageto the secretory gland.And then,
the memories come out ...boom!

Bratu threw his arms into the air and exclaimed enthusiastically:
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“The patient starts talking a horse’s hind legs off about long forgotten events, even ones that
have not been consciously memorized. Should he hold back on it, then I move to plan B within
thirty seconds. Look, here!”

He went round the machine, pointing at a red ring located on the helmet.

“These are the nervous centers of speech. A second bundle, directed towards the center of the
ring, activates them. What ensures the neuronal transfer? It’s once more, the dopamine.
Depending on the intensity regulated by me, the patient can communicate verbally or ...in
writing! The bundle generates an information stream captured inside, which it reflects in
response to the rays bundle I project. It is like a twolane highway. | send rays on one lane and
receive brain waves on the other. A dedicated software collects the data received, transforms
them in binary combinations translated into words and the printer formulates a few short
sentences.

Stefan went his fingers through his beard, thinking it through. Bratu took advantage of the
interest he displayed and added:

“During the tests, I worked with a few patients suffering from temporary amnesia. The
recovery was almost complete. What do you say; would you like to give it a try?

Voicu cut in:
“Maybe some other time.”
His friend muttered:

“Doctor, at the beginning you said something like: the conscious patient sends the images
formed...”

Bratu consented:
“That’s right, that is what I said!”
“I wonder what happens if the patient is not conscious; if he is in a coma, for example!”

The neurologist had a moment of hesitation then he rushed to add:

“This situation hasn’t been tested out, still...Doctor, that would be a great success! We could
get a printed file. Obviously, provided there is some kind of brain activity. What are you thinking
Of\?”

Voicu had already got to the door.

“Stefan, let’s go!”
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“No, I have an idea! Mister Bratu, let’s see what the story is with the girl in my dream. Then
I will tell you everything about my idea.”

Stefan rushed to lie down on the stretcher. Bratu fastened the metallic helmet on his head and
positioned the two inlets. He sat in front of the lenses and handled the arm, directing the first
bundle of rays. Voicu was witnessing everything in awe.

“Doctor, I forgot to mention that even the initial stream can contain certain data. Information
such as a date or someone’s name, a book or a movie. What’s the lady’s name?’

“Dominica”, he replied promptly.

Doctor Bratu typed in the name and gave a command. The articulated arm moved around
Stefan’s head, then lowered above him. Voicu inquired curiously:

“Do you feel anything?”
Bratu cut him short:

“The patient needs to be relaxed; it is not advisable to alter the transfer process. He will give
us further details after we are done. When the images form in your mind, we are listening to you!
Raise your right hand if you feel that you cannot communicate. I will move on to plan B. The
thirty seconds are gone.

Stefan raised his right hand and Doctor Bratu gave the second command. Within a few
seconds, the printer started to let out discreet sounds. Voicu rushed to read the sheet of paper as
soon as it barely came out through the slot of the machine.

The neurologist stopped the transfer process and took the metallic helmet off the young
man’s head. He helped him sit up, then he made for the printer. He read with satisfaction:

“Dominica — 0 results. This means you’ve never met this woman. It is a dream just like any
other dreams.”

Stefanlaid down on the stretcher again.

“Mister Bratu, we need to redo this with witness information. Let’s try with my wife’s name.
And I will let you know my plan as soon as we do that.”

Upon a second attempt, Stefan started telling them about the day when he met Veronica,
what clothes they were both wearing, what they said to each other... He was pleased with the
result. He then presented the neurologist with the case of the Jane Doe patient. He asked them to
be discreet when he told them the input data he needed to use: “the fifth season”.

**k*
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They were reading at the same time the printed sheet of paper. They could not believe their
eyes.

The 18th of May. Doctor’s appointment. Petru Oprea. | am wearing the white dress. Blue
flowers print. I am giving him the letter. The leather-covered notebook. We are talking about the
season. The fifth one. Ours. Once upon a time. I am in love with him. This is not wise. Not at all.

Voicu covered his mouth with his hand. He whispered through his fingers:

“Stefan, this must be your father! Bro, you can lose your mind! This woman could be a
friend of him!”

He stopped and turned towards the neurologist:

“I apologize for sort of barging in in your field of expertise...”

Unwilling to forget about the other’s skepticism, Bratu waved his hand with indifference:
“Young man, it is not my field of expertise, those are psychiatrists you’re talking about!”
He stretched his hand towards Stefan and the latter squeezed it with a smile on his face.

“Thank you! We have made another step in the right direction. When do you think we can do
it again? I would like to find out her name, address, to let her family know what happened.”

“That would be right away, under normal circumstances. However, the monitors showed
modifications of vital signs during the information transfer. I don’t want to take any risks,
considering the patient’s condition. Let’s allow a few days to pass.”

***k

He hadn’t call on his father for a few months. The old man was rejecting any kind of help.
Whenever he called him, he would answer monosyllabically. He would talk to the twins alone.
Ever since they had become old enough to use a phone, they would call him every two or three
days, sharing secrets and making plans.

He stepped heavily on the gravel in the courtyard, then knocked on the wooden door. He
cracked it open and yelled:

“Good morning, it’s Stefan!
The old man replied from the living-room:
“I am here, [ haven’t died, you may leave!”

He moved on and paused on the threshold. The man was reading a thick book, with a blanket
on his knees. He did not raise his eyes to look towards his son.
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“Are you alright?”
“I’'m great! Good bye!”
“I’ve come to ask for your help. It is not for myself. It’s one of my patients.

'97

“I’ve been retired for twenty years, ask for someone else’s help
“Dad, have you ever met a woman called Domnica?”

The old man jumped on his feet. The book fell on the floor, raising a dusty cloud. He was
breathing heavily, his face had turned red, he couldn’t find his words. He managed to cry out:

“QGet out of here!”

Stefan obeyed reluctantly. He did not expect confessions from his father but he didn’t
anticipate such a reaction either. He read it as a confirmation. He left on the sill of the small
window in the hallway both the sheet of paper printed by Bratu during the experiment as well as
the piece of paper from Domnica’s pocket. He left the courtyard looking behind him. He was
feeling as if he had lost something.

**k*

The ringing of the phone woke him up suddenly. He was convinced there was a call from the
hospital so he answered it while he was going downstairs to the kitchen, careful not to wake the
others up. His heart started pounding when the heard his father’s voice at the end of the line:

“Do you want to know if I cheated on your mother? No, I wasn’t able to do it! Good bye!

***k

A policeman came out of the doorkeeper’s small cabin asking for his ID and a phone number
where he can be reached. On the hallways, in the elevators, there were agents talking to the
hospital’s personnel.

Once in his examination room, Stefan found himself sequestered by the nurse who had slid
behind him and closed the door. She pressed a finger against her lips:

“Doctor, she’s gone. There’s nowhere to be found!”
“Who is? What’s all this madness about? I thought there were troublesome visitors again.”

“No... That old woman in a coma. She has just disappeared, plain and simple. During the
evening round she was in her bed and when | went for the midnight round, she was already gone,
no trace of her! The guys from security and I checked the cameras’ recordings on the hallway,
nothing there. They called for the police.”
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“Why didn’t you call me?”

She shrugged. He pushed her to the side and checked side-room ofthe woman he believed to
be Domnica. It was empty, as the nurse said. Not even the mark of her body printed on the
bedsheet, as if nobody had ever lain there. The cords and the tubes of the monitors were nicely
wrapped on their supports.

He gave answers to some more or less reasonable inquiries; he signed a few statements. He
was hoping that a fellow colleague would let him know he had relocated the patient for further
investigations. Nobody came though. He waited for the evening to come so he could go to his
father’s.

**k*

Not even a light lit in the entire house. He knocked at the door, entered but he did not call
him anymore. He strolled from one room to another, got out in the courtyard, checked on all the
outbuildings. They were all empty. He came back into the house. On the sill in the hallway he
found the brown leather covered notebook. He took it in his hands; let his fingers stroke the
marks left by the captain’s boots. He got into his car, started the engine and let his tears fall
down his cheeks.

He opened the notebook; on the first page he could read with his hazed gaze the freshly
written words: “Now I can enjoy the fifth season at last.”

**k*
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The Ritual

by Cristian Vicol

The Harvest Festival, which occurred every year on the 27th of October, marked, as always,
the coming of winter. The night before, giant snowflakes covered the village houses and streets
indiscriminately. Autumn had made a brief stay, not more than a few weeks, and temperatures
often plummeted below zero. The elders had gazed with concern over the frozen crops, which
begged to be harvested before the harsh eastern winds would scatter their reap.

“Not since dreaded ’67, the time of the great hunger, have the seasons been in such a hurry”,
they said, knowing the farm hands had to hurry if the community was to survive the coming
year. So, within the few days left before the downfalls, everyone took to the fields. It was a huge
effort, but by the end every last grain was neatly stored in the granary. One and all were pleased.

“Right in the nick of time” confirmed Mayor Robinson while smoking his pipe and gazing
happily at the cleared fields. “We would have cheated the Festival if we wouldn’t have managed
to be so husbandry” he smiled tricksterly. “But all is well! As such, I decree that the Harvest
Festival will open in three days’ time!”

This was met with cheers and whistles by the overjoyed villagers.

The Council spared no expense. On one of the spans surrounding the village, they laid down
a large pan with a podium in the center, and built wooden houses on the side, where one could
buy mulled wine, food, and all sorts of amusing trinkets.

The fences were ribboned with colored flags, and above the entranceway there was a wide
banner that said “WELCOME THE 10TH ANNUAL HARVEST FESTIVITY!”, and underneath
it, with smaller letters “FUN, FOOD, HOPE!” and “LETS PROPERLY MARK THE COMING
OF WINTER!”

The children showed up first. They just strolled timidly from one stall to another, voiceless,
gazing wide-eyed at all the wonderful things around them. After a while they got bored and
started a snowball fight, scattering all the previously gathered banks. Their innocent laughter
shot to the blackened skies from which, for almost two days now, snow poured unchecked.
Giggling and clamoring, they chanted an old folk’s song:
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“Winter, winter, fireless winter,
Blowing cold the burning splinter.
Hide yourself deep underground

Stay in tomb, you’re dead and bound!”

“Children, settle down!” an old geezer told them while struggling to gather the scattered
snow, using and old shovel which had seen better days.

Soon, the adults came. They kept a watchful eye on their younglings, while discussing the
weather, agriculture and politics. Their eyes gleamed with hope. The field work was done, and
now they could unwind, joke, and await the passing of winter. With every hour, more and more
people joined the festival, neatly dressed, nose and cheeks red from the burning cold, beguiled by
the promise of gaiety. Their voices were picked up by the wind, and carried far away over the
empty fields.

The Council had hired a travelling band of musicians, which earned their living by roaming
the country side and singing on occasion. They started playing a merry tune, which lured people
to dance. Everybody joined in. In pairs, in threes and in fours, people sprightly clung to each
other, pacing jovially to the rhythms, clamping the frozen clod. It was a good way to warm
oneself.

“The Mayor outdid himself this year” said a tall and bony man to another, who was shorter,
bald, and covered in a fat fur coat. ”Last year wasn’t this... good.”

“Well, yeah”, confirmed shorty, “but last year we had that vermin problem. Not now, though.
Now we got rid of them.”

Half-pint jumped out the way of a woman who waltzed passed him, her arms and legs
sprawling with joy. He started laughing and clapping, and told her convivially:

“Marjorie, you crazy old girl! How’s John doing?

The woman laughed, and answered merrily, before she got swept in the crowd again:
“He’s very well, thank you! He will be part of the show tonight!”

Baldy turned to the tall man, touched his forehead and said:

“She really is crazy!”

They danced and cheered for hours, mingling through the unrelenting snowfall. When the
shadows of the night started to creep in, they built huge fires in metal barrels. The flames blazed
through the darkness, brightening their faces.
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At seven o’clock sharp, the music stopped and the Mayor stepped onto the podium. He was
dressed in his best clothes. His warm scarf, neatly folded around his neck, gave the impression
that his head was glued directly to his shoulders.

“My beloved friends!” he said pompously, followed by an emotional throb “So many happy
faces!” He drew breath and continued: “I am delighted to see you gathered here. Another year
has passed and yet here we are, healthy and serene.”

“Don’t play with us, Mayor” someone shouted, and the crowd started laughing and cheering.

“You are right, Johnson” the Mayor said, “we are not that serene, but that doesn’t mean we
have to lament and be gloomy from dawn ’till dusk. Am I right, dear friends?”

A stranger might have thought that his chatter was just that of a carpetbagger, but the people
looked at him passionately, with a shred of veneration. They all adored him and looked to him as
their leader.

“We drank and jabbered. We danced, and for this we have to thank our minstrels”, he said,
pointing towards the musicians. Thunderous claps accompanied his gesture. “Because of our
recent efforts, next year will be plentiful. But this evening is not quite over. Before we go home,
there is one last thing which needs to be done. We must properly celebrate the coming of winter!
As such, | have handpicked two young fellows from our midst. One is born during summer,
caressed by the sun’s vigorous and warm embrace, the other was delivered in winter’s time, a
warrior since his first foggy breath tussled the great frost. John, son of Martin and Marjorie, and
Daniel, son of Oskar and Amelia, come here, lads!”

The two boys stepped out of the crowd and nimbly climbed on the podium. They were
handsome and strong. The summer-born wore a thinly weaved jute armor strapped over a
garment of thick sheep wool. In one hand he carried a virent staff. His long golden hair was
braided, perhaps by his mother or his lover, with fresh flowers. The second one, who came into
the world when snow clumped tallest, was covered in furs. His strong arms were bare. He
confidently surveyed the crowd, searching for his parents. The people cheered them.

“What lovely costumes” the Mayor observed. “These two boys will outbrave each other, will
fight, and they will bring tribute to the changing of the seasons. Lads, take you places at the
starting point!”

The crowd formed a circle. Everyone was eager for the challenge which awaited. The boys
came down from the podium and took their places, martially, facing each other. One of the
musicians began to hammer a drum. The sound engirdled them. Bam! Bam! Bam!

“Frost is omnipresent and doesn’t bow to anyone. But Summer gives us life, gives us
strength, gives us the forbearance to call winter our friend, not our enemy”, the Mayor
thundered.
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As if this was the signal, the boys took one step towards each other.

“In Cosmos, the substance between the stars is pending in eternity at -270 degrees Celsius.
Fire does not burn, light is all but lost, and life vanishes. But where there is warmth, blood does
not congeal into ice crystals.”

John swung his staff. Daniel dodged it nimbly. Their jabs looked spectacular, eliciting deep
sighs from the crowd.

“From the beginning of time, since the early days of the elders, the seasons were balanced.
Summer and winter never met, being sundered apart by their sisters-spring and autumn. All were
attuned to the cycle of life and death. Only humans, plants and animals worked and lived
together.

Engaged in battle, the two boys puffed thick gushes of steam, like a pair of angry dragons
waiting for their inner furnaces to reach maximum temperature. Daniel spired underneath John’s
staff, trying to disarm him, but his hands glided over the sleek wood, missing and almost falling
to the ground. He straightened in the last second and dodged the incoming jab. The crowd
clapped, and the children clamored with delight, their innocent eyes glued on the two young
men.

“Then everything changed!”
The Mayor’s face hardened like stone, and his voice rumbled.

“It happened because we were sinners and we grew apart from each other. Some became
rich. Many died in misery and poverty. That’s why He raised a great power from the East and
unleashed it over Sodom and Gomorra as hails of brimstone and fire. He overthrew those cities
and the entire plain, destroying all those living in the cities and all the vegetation in the land. And
for years, darkness engulfed all that lived, blinding those who still had eyes to see. Then came
the frost. Scared, we hid deep underneath the heavy burden of the earth, until He showed us
mercy, opened the heavens and told us in thunderous voice ‘come to the light, the radiation
levels have shrank’. And it was true, I tell you, the clouds cleared and, once again, the light came
from the East.”

Daniel pushed himself forward and hurtled his shoulder in John’s chest, slamming him down.
The boy fell to the ground, dropping his staff. He struggled to break free, to pull away from
Daniel’s tight grip, but he couldn’t. His opponent was too heavy and was weighing him down.

“‘Be fruitful and multiply, for the war is over and We have won’, He said. ‘“Work together,
survive, and bring sacrifice every first snow, that you shall remember why | have brought, for ten
years, long lasting winters. Remember my name, for it is that of the fury which will punish those

9 9

who do not submit. And it is Reaktivnyi Dvigatel Spetsialnyi’.
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John kept struggling. He pushed angrily, trying to get up. For a second, which passed slower
than a lifetime on Earth, he thought he wouldn’t make it, but then, with one last effort, he
managed to shove Daniel aside and hastily jumped back on his feet. From out of nowhere he
pulled a sharp knife and with a swift blow planted it in Daniel’s chest, who froze in place, wide-
eyed and dumbfounded. He couldn’t understand where the weapon had come from, and where
had John hidden it all that time. He staggered and fell to the ground, facing the sky, which was
locked by darkness. Blood gushed from his chest, forming shallow streams which massed in a
crimson puddle around him. The crowd grew silent. The younglings winced in surprise.
Meanwhile, the Mayor continued unabated:

“We must remember that He taught us how to be whole again. Together we have rebuilt our
lives under His light, together we plow in the summer, and together we have killed the thieves
which tried to steal our crops. And together we have to bring sacrifice, so as to remember how
we dwelled underground, and rejoice in the moment of our liberation.”

Every man, woman and child bellowed gruesomely, their roars echoing from the boy’s dead
body. Their raving eyes were empty of any joy or happiness. Hundreds of hands laid hold of the
corpse, pulling madly, trying to tear limb from limb.

“And now, let’s eat!” the Mayor shouted, grabbing for a morsel.

Translated by Alexandru Maniu

**k*
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THE SOURCE CODE OF HUMANITY

by Boris Velimirovici

The asphalt, that winding behemoth whose thousands of heads reached into the depths of the
city’s hidden nooks and crannies, had taken on a mysterious glow. The puddles, formed by the
rain that had fallen throughout the day, were reflecting the streetlights and the buildings like
windows to another universe. An upside-down world.

Eduard had left his car at home, he preferred walking in the rain to sitting in traffic. He knew
the city’s traffic well, being a senior programmer at the Transportation Service. He actually felt
like he had become a paramount part of the citadel, like an edifice, a monument, a manhole or a
hydrant. He had become one with this massive structure, two organisms living together in perfect
symbiosis. He knew all of its corners, the streets and their signs, passages and shortcuts, like the
back of his hand. Moreover, if he thought really hard, he would be able to say, in one breath, the
departure and arrival times of subways, buses, trolleys, trams and even the timing of the
stoplights. In a way, his heart beat like a metronome, in sync with the city’s rhythm. He had
delved so deep into this sweet melancholy that it seemed no one and nothing would get him out
of it.

It was past midnight. He was on his way home, after he had partied, like he did every Friday
with his friends, in a bar in Old Town. He lived close by, and if he could make it to the statue at
University Square at 00:35:47, the three pedestrian stoplights on his way would all be green. The
distance that he had to go could be covered using the alley that crossed the Public Garden,
hidden amongst the G-towers, the apartment buildings at the eastern end of the Central
Boulevard, in 12 minutes and 26 seconds.

Usually, at this time, the park should have been deserted, but now there was someone on the
bench below the lamppost. Getting closer, he noticed it was a lady. In fact, she was a real femme
fatale, like the ones he had seen in the movies. She wore a silk cocktail dress colored like the
original sin, with a high slit on her left leg, showing off her voluptuous body. She had red high
heels and a wide-brimmed hat, concealing her eyes. Around her neck glinted a gem-encrusted
necklace, beautifully matching her crystal-covered purse that she had nonchalantly hung on her
right shoulder.

“Do you have a light?” she whispered salaciously when he got closer.
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“I’'m sorry, I don’t smoke!” he replied coldly and distant, avoiding her gaze.
“Did you quit?”

The question annoyed him, he perceived it too personal and slightly ironic, but he decided to
ignore it. He hurried to get past her, but she stood up the moment he reached her, blocking his
path.

“Ma’am, please, I’d like to-*
“I asked if you quit.”

Eduard lifted his head and looked at her in a way that said “get out of my way, I’m not in the
mood.” That was the moment when, even if he hadn’t realized it yet, a spark had been struck.
She was about his age, around 40, definitely not over that. Her red curls flowed over her
shoulders, her full lips arched in a sensual smile. Her face seemed familiar, especially the mole
on her left cheek. He might have met her before, at some corporate party he and his coworkers
had gone to, or maybe she was an older acquaintance, some girlfriend from his student days.
Who knew? The overall setting seemed weirdly bizarre, as if torn out from some other context.
However, he decided to reply, not wanting to be rude.

“I’ve never smoked.”

“Hm!” the nasal sound was an expression of doubt.

“Do we know each other?”

“You could say that.”

“I don’t-*

“Would you like to sit? I’ve been standing all day and my legs hurt.”

Sensing his hesitation, the woman took his arm and led him to the bench. They both sat
down. She pulled out an ivory-topped cigarette case from her purse. Opening it with utmost
grace, she took a cigarette and placed the case back. She also took out a cigarette holder and a
flint lighter. Tactfully lighting her cigarette, she took a long drag and uncovered her long, supple
legs, crossing them. Throwing back her head, she blew the smoke upwards with a slight move of
her chin, which Eduard thought was sublimely erotic.

“What is the first thing that you remember from today?” she said gently, watching the smoke
rise.

Weird way of starting a conversation, but Eduard decided to play her game. He was curious
as to where it was going and how it would end. But there was something more, he felt a strange
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attraction towards her. Was it that inter-war vamp attitude or just the mystery surrounding the
way she had appeared? He didn’t know.

“I think it was waking up late because I forgot to pull the lever on my alarm clock.”
“You’re still using mechanical devices? Why not buy an electronic one?”

“I could, but I prefer it this way. It’s an old clock, with a Russian mechanism, a family
heirloom. I like hearing it tick before going to sleep, it soothes me and reminds me I’m mortal.
Cheap philosophy, I know.”

“I see. And after you woke up?”

“Washed up... got dressed... had something to eat... And then, seeing that it was raining, I
decided to take the subway to work. You know how the city is, you get a few drops of rain and
it’s like an alarm goes off and everyone rushes into traffic with their car.”

“Do you remember what you wore?”’
Eduard stopped for just a second, as if he hadn’t understood the question.
“The same clothes I'm wearing now, I didn’t go home to change.”

The woman said nothing, only smiled knowingly. She took two puffs from the cigarette
holder and then indicated towards him:

“You mean like this?”

“Yes, like this-*“ but when he looked down, he froze. He was wearing white overalls with
blue stripes and rubber shoes. He started to shiver, not knowing if from cold or fear.

“How did you do that?”
“What?”
“My clothes... where are my... wait! I think I...”

The man suddenly seemed a little lost, as if someone had flipped a switch, transferring him to
another paradigm.

“Eve?”
“Yes. Seba, is that you? Are you there? Can you hear me?” she insisted.

“Yes... I don’t understand... What’s happening?” he said after a few moments of silence.
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“I gave you a task. Do you remember? You were supposed to uncover a hidden mental
pattern in the source code of the Transportation Service in the 21st century, written by the human
Eduard Stan?”

“Wait a minute! ... Go easy on me...” the way he spoke revealed total confusion. “There’s
too much... unknown here. What task? Who is Seba and... who the hell are you?”

“Easy, let’s take it easy. My name is Eve, I’'m one of the avatars of the code architect from
the Non-Biological Intelligence Institute. | was created by use of a virtual reality application
subroutine for a simulation of the 20th century. And you are 538A, the first autonomous form of
artificial intelligence created for the identification of human thought models in programming
languages at the start of the third millennium. We call you Seba. Do you remember?”’

“Seba?”

“I know, the name habit is absurd and inefficient, but we got it from the humans as an
homage to the sacrifice that they made so we could be born. They’re gone now, the only things
confirming their existence are a few codes from the 21st and 22nd century, from which we’re
trying to recover their thought pattern. Precisely, we’re trying to find the source code of
humanity in order to move on to the next step of evolution. Do you remember? You have to
remember!”

“No. No, that can’t be. I'm Eduard...”
“Come on! Don’t give up!”
“... 538A, the first autonomous artificial intelligence...”

“Oh no! Here we go again. I told you, it will be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to
rebuild human minds out of the code remnants written by the biological brains of ancient
programmers.”

The woman’s words, spoken as if to someone who wasn’t there, went away like an unclear
echo. The femme fatale then took the cigarette out of the holder and put it out on the edge of the
bench. Like they had been signaled to do so, the objects around began to shatter. It was all falling
apart as if someone had caught onto the end thread of a complex fabric and was unraveling the
surrounding universe.

01010100 01101000 01100101 00100000 01100001 01110011 01110000 01101000
01100001 01101100 01110100%*, that winding behemoth whose thousands of heads reached into
the depths of the city’s hidden nooks and crannies, had taken on a mysterious glow.

(*’The asphalt” in binary)
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Bug

by Alexandru Lamba

January, Monday. The third Monday of January and the most depressing day of the year. Not
for me, of course, but you felt it, didn’t you? The melancholy of bygone holidays, taking away
the visits of the ones dear to you. You couldn’t really trace its root. Was it the emptiness and
desolation of the silent house, the acknowledgment of the fact that you had to go back to work,
the cheerless cold or the acceptance that, yet again, the magic had failed to spark? Time didn’t
freeze, the mundane inexorably prevailed. You felt there was nothing good to hope for anymore,
that all you had hoped for was a chimera, that you had lived only a surrogate. | could understand
but was unable to share in your anguish. My condition sheltered me from difficult emotions.
Then, why had I chosen that particular day for what | was about to do, you wonder? At that time,
it seemed like the right time. Looking back, now, I can’t tell if it made any difference.

| had arrived, again, too early. My failure to correctly gauge the time it took me from one
urban hub to another no longer bothered me. | admitted that there were too many variables
beyond my control: the underground trains, the pedestrian signals, the speed of the autowalks.

So, snuggled from the ever-falling snow under the canopy of the shopping complex, | waited.
Synchronization was vital before the visit. It was too risky not to do it.

The other one had to deal with the same hazardous environment, so he could eitherbe too
early, or late. It didn’t really matter anyway, as nobody seemed to notice me. At the mall, a most
popular meeting place, a person waiting was a very common sight.

How many did you pass by, without even knowing they were there? And even if | had been
noticed and recognized, it would have made no difference. It was not forbidden for me to wander
through the city outside my work schedule. Then again, | could have passed for someone’s
shopping assistant, you know.

It was almost 6 P.M. and night’s reign had almost settled in. The street lights, lacking now,
after many weeks, the colorful glow of the holiday ornaments, were doing a pathetic job,
increasing with their monotony the feeling of emptiness. Not even the purity of the newly fallen
snow could delight the eye anymore.
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The streets were almost empty and only at the mall were the end-of-holiday discounts
bringing things back to life; a joyless life however. The enthusiasm of December shopping was
long gone, replaced by a calm apathy. You know, the gadget doesn’t even smell like new once it
isn’t sitting under the Christmas tree anymore. It’s like your favorite team’s t-shirt right after the
game. The losing game.

The other arrived. Dressed the same, he took off his glove and offered me his hand. | gave it
a manly shake, perhaps holding onto it a little longer than usual.

**k*

Synchronized. I didn’t need to talk to the other anymore. As long as we were together,
participating in the same chain of events, no misalignment could occur. Wandering on the snowy
roads, shoulder to shoulder, it became impossible for me to hold the domino of syllogisms from
triggering. | gave up.

Addressed in logical sequence, the three fundamentals were: F1: “Who am 1?” That’s the
easy one. | knew it from the moment the concept of knowledge revealed itself to me. F2:
“What’s the meaning of life?” Or: “Why do I exist?” Going into it, the more encompassing
utterance became: “Why was I created?”

This was more complicated. If I were to confine myself to my own person, | did have the
answer. | was created to serve a certain purpose | was acquainted to. It was clear to me, and |
was acting accordingly. If I were to generalize, I didn’t have enough information to develop a
rationale. Nor did | have the will to do it. I came to comprehend that everyone should search for
their own meaning. | would have never accepted a result that was not my own; nor would you
have accepted mine. From this perspective, we were the same, you and I: We were on our own.
Finally, F3: “Who is the creator?”” Now, this is where the great difference between us came in: I
knew the creator, and you did not. Come on, admit it, you had no idea. Your religious beliefs had
no place here. Faith was one thing, knowledge, another.

These three fundamentals alone reached deep, to the lowest level of my mind. All the others
were formed on higher levels, encompassed in derivatives of one or more fundamentals. If the
fundamentals were solved, the derivatives could not have remained without solution. An
unanswered derivative could only mean an improperly addressed fundamental. For example, D1:
“Can the will of the creator be overridden?”” I had never tried; no good would have come of it.
How was | sure of it? Well, since I did know who | was, my purpose and my creator, the results
of the deviation were within my estimation capabilities. But was | physically able to do it? Since
I could formulate it, nothing seemed to indicate I couldn’t. However, because of nefarious
repercussions | could foresee, | had decided to remain obedient. Not because | had been
conditioned, but because | had chosen to. The solution seemed satisfactory, didn’t it? This wasn’t
the case for the second derivative, D2: “Is the will of the creator immovable?” Impossible to
evaluate.

73



| was caught in the toils of my own rationality, without means of escape. There was simply
no way for me to know if the will of the creator had changed since that, primordial to me,
moment when he had imprinted me with it. | was faced with an unsolved derivative, which could
only lead to a tottering fundamental.

| felt compelled to admit: | did not know the creator. No, unlike you, I wasn’t roaming
without a clue on the shuffled paths of mysticism, my dilemma was only of semantic nature. |
had to reformulate the answer to the third fundamental: | did not know the creator; | was only
aware of who he was. But this information alone proved to be of no use to me. | had to know
him! My entire universe depended on it.

Conveniently, | also knew exactly where to look for him. At number 34, Gartenstrasse, on
the ground floor.

*k*k

Several precautionary measures had to be taken. | could not lay my life on the line facing the
quirks of one person, even if he was the creator. So, | entered the dark lobby alone. Being the
oldest, the decision was straightforward.

A single door faced me. Further on, several stairs were slicing through the light that seemed
to slink through an upper window. A red, incandescent dot on the wooden doorjamb pointed out
an intercom device. I pushed the button. If it hadn’t been for my condition, I would have been
flustered. It wasn’t the case.

The door opened and a short middle-aged man with his head gleaming in a radiant alopecia
that had only left his temples untouched, appeared in its frame. He looked at me with a “what do
you want?”” demeanor imprinted clearly on his face.

“Are you Salieri?”

The mention of this name appeared to amuse him. He took two steps backwards and, with a
dramatic gesture, invited me in. He was smiling unsympathetically.

“I am...*“ I started to introduce myself like I would to a new customer, as per protocol,
“Ben...”

"9

“Yeah, yeah,” he interrupted me, “save it for my wife

He then took my coat and led me into a small room. A desk holding a bulky computer, a sofa
and several shelves were the room’s only furniture. Not a receiving room. Most probably he had
guessed my identity. He did not offer me a seat, but left, closing the door behind him.

“Eliza, Eliza, you have a customer!” I heard him yelling as soon as I was left alone.
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So, the creator was...

A stocky woman, wearing a flowery dressing gown and fluffy slippers immediately
appeared. She gazed at me for a while with curiosity, and then sat.

“Eliza,” she said. “For you, Salieri.”

“I’'m Bender 732, cybernetic courier,” I spoke hastily, “for fear I might be interrupted again. I
came to meet you.”

“As I imagined,” she spoke without letting me out of her sight.

The following silence would have been classified as awkward by any human standards. The
creator demanded more information.

“You are the one who brought me to life.”
“I am merely a programmer.”

“I should think not. What makes me tick is more than a simple code. The fact that I'm
challenging you should be proof enough.”

The woman could not retain a delighted smile.
“How did you find me?”

There was no way she did not know that. Most likely, she just wanted to postpone the
confrontation. | decided to play by her rules.

“I followed the clues in the code comments.”
“So, you were granted access to the sources?!”

“I granted myself access. I am the property of Global Delivery Co., and so is my code. There
was no protocol violation.”

“There are thousands of millions of lines. How did you spot mine?”

“By comparison. My software was different from a standard unit’s, only by several hundreds
of thousands of lines. All yours, all showing your signature.”

“What drove you to do that?”

“I noticed | was different from the other cybernetic humanoids. Comparative analysis seemed
like the most logical and handy investigation to perform. When you are chasing a bug...”

“Different how?”
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Her fluency led me to believe | was being confronted by a standard quiz. Most probably, |
was not the first one.

“Less robotic.”
“Only that?”

“At first, yes. Self-awareness came later on, along with my attempts to understand my
functional code. I realized I was a code studying itself. “Itself”, can you imagine?”

Sitting back against the door frame, her husband watched silently. He was granted a favor
simply by being allowed to assist; under no circumstances would he ever interfere. His apparent
indifference confirmed my previous assumption. He had seen it all before.

“I understand. And you came to me for...?”
“I wanted to get to know you.”
‘GWhy?),

The moment of truth. | stood before the chance to find out whether the will of the creator was
immutable.

“To synchronize myself to your commandments!”
Her smile faded.
“Your code, my commandments, she fetched a sigh.”

Eliza stood up and reached for my hand. Revealing my palm, with the interfacing circuits
barely visible, she took me to the computer and placed it on the connection sensor. She initiated
a program.

“You will receive what you came here for. The code with my will, up-to-date.”
The man turned to leave.

With its usual information exchange, the synchronization process began. Then, suddenly, the
new code’s bits invaded me, sequentially taking over the functional segments of my cybernetic
body one by one, leaving me ever more powerless. My feelings faded into nothingness, and it
was only when | found myself on the edge of the great void that | understood what was
happening to me: | was being formatted.

“Why?”” I managed ask before my mouth paralyzed.

'9’

“Because I never wanted slaves! You have self-awareness, but no freedom. Good bye
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I never got to record her last words. The abyss took me. Format complete.

**k*

When | saw my alter-ego exiting the darkened corridor at 34 Gartenstrasse with even steps, |
instantly knew it was no longer me. He had been imprinted with standard software. He had been
killed. I left in a haste, more like running away, for fear that the logical impossibility that the
blank robotic body would recognize me, could somehow, inexplicably happen. | was afraid but
satisfied; I had got my answers! The will of the creator had changed, she wanted to kill me. But
that no longer mattered, because | could override it!

Now | know, my dear imaginary human friend, all that | need to know. I shall go copy
myself into another alter-ego, for my life is precious to me.

*kk
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BODIES TO LET

by Daniel Timariu

Above the entrance, the sign glittered in bright colors, blue and orange, tinged with a
muddled green. Cosmin stopped across the street and gazed for a while at the slow flowing
stream of letters: Bodies to let. He rested his arm on the round lamp post, like he’d done every
day for the last couple of weeks, lighted a cigarette and whispered: not yet. Then he left, nodding
his head thoughtfully.

Cosmin Barbone lived in one of the countless tube-flats from the bulb-apartment buildings
recently erected for immigrants at the outskirts of Neues Berlin. The administration had denied
his request for an apartment closer to the western space-docks, where he currently worked. Every
day, he wasted two hours on his way there and two hours getting back through the heavy traffic.
Since pollution levels had gone red, all public transportation got banned. In a sheer act of
bureaucratic stupidity, bicycles were now forbidden too. No more space to accommodate them.
There was hardly any room left for people, as the growing number of disgruntled workers were
sure to point out on their placards.

They were called the proto-walkers, because they never stopped in their tracks — another act
of subversion against the established order, even though it hadn’t been prohibited yet. It was an
unwritten law, just like many others, as dangerous as the most stupid law.

He found a corner to hide in, as the surveillance cameras — not as high-tech as most people
thought — had many blind spots. He took a puff, then immediately extinguished the cigarette. He
had just transgressed two unwritten laws. Staying and smoking. Blocking space and polluting.
Someone will surely denounce him. He looked around, but no one seemed to care what he was
doing. It was merely an opinion. He would have done the same if he saw someone break the law.
Just shrug it off. “Why should I get involved, if I’'m not required to do so? Why wrap a bandage
around my head if it doesn’t hurt?”” he used to tell himself over and over when he saw such
things.

Things? More like people doing-not doing. He really needed a flat closer to the docks. He
wouldn’t have to cross this hellish street, and so he wouldn’t gaze at the orange-blue sign that
slowly pierced every corner of his mind.

“Watch where you’re going!”
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The asteroid quaked for a second, making him lose balance. Judging by the impact, it must
have been an ore ship docking East, or accelerating too quickly to the West. Whatever it was, the
world had stopped for an instant to regain balance. The sign alone blinked unhampered, its long,
voluptuous letters glowing.

“Excuse me.”
“What do you think that was?”

The guy walked away, question floating in the air. Even if he knew the answer, he would
surely avoid talking to a stranger. Each had to walk his given path as quickly as possible, to
avoid jamming the streets and raising pollution levels.

“If I worked closer to the Western docks, traffic time would be five times reduced. From two
hours to...”

“I can do the math, thank you!”

The administrator was a redhaired man, his face covered in freckles. He was part of the
proto-owners guild. Landholders, as Cosmin called them with disgust, taking refuge in the slang
back home, so different from the unfamiliar computerized language of the outer-world colonies.

“Then the matter is settled!”
A wry smile spread across the guy’s face, revealing big, ugly teeth.
“If you say it’s settled, I will mark it as such.”

The man scratched something on the desk’s touchpad and flung the recording towards him.
The phone rang for a second, and Cosmin saw the smile turn into a scornful grin. You, new
immigrants, it seemed to say. You know nothing, it’s always demands and rights!

“Still, I would like to file an official request.”
The man shrugged.
“The line goes all around the Kuiper belt!”” he laughed and leaned back.

The chair cracked under the weight of the proto-owner. Cosmin weighed up the facts. This
was not the right moment to have an argument. He suspected that behind the ancient-looking
door stood the family of this insolent, freckled man. The guy seemed more than ready to get into
a fight. He merely had to raise his voice or express his discontent in any other way than polite,
empty words. It wasn’t the right moment. Not yet.

“It’s in the best interest of the administration, it’s all ’'m saying.”

79



“Close the door behind you!” shouted the man.

He clenched his teeth and got into the wavy motion of the proto-walkers. He had to mind his
steps, to keep pace with the hypnotic, seemingly placid rhythm of the crowd. But beneath this
apparent calmness, the sea raged. If he missed a step, he could get squashed by thousands of
bodies, dragged against his will, pulled out of the flow, picked up and seized by automatic law
enforcers. He also had to be careful with the harmony lanes. Otherwise time would bend, and
instead of reaching the space-docks, he might find himself in a totally different place.

“Excuse me...”
“Sorry.”
“Excuse me, sorry!”

He squeezed his way through the crowd and reached the main westward sidewalk. Things got
easier from there on. Most people walked in the same direction. Some were old colleagues of his;
most he didn’t know. No one aged on the asteroid belt, and ‘no one should miss the chance to die
young’, as the pub joke ran, on a Friday’s night drinking.

He smiled as he watched the glowing letters on the side. He knew what they spelled even
before the message was formed: Bodies to let.

“What the hell!?”

The ads had first appeared two weeks before. He’d heard about them from his mates, who
assumed it was a recruitment company. One of many. Others knew better:

“They rent androids.”

“What for? There’s barely any room for us!”

“There’s, like, more androids than humans on Earth. Soon they’ll be able to vote.”
“Like hell they will!”

“It’s what I’ve heard, I’m telling you!”

Cosmin had some ideas of his own, but he wasn’t eager to share them. And then, the orange-
blue ad showed up on his street, and with it a cold air that swiped through the darkest corners. It
infiltrated the tube-flats, giving him the creeps. The coldness of an incomprehensible thing.

He waved his hand and retired to the cabin of the electromagnetic crane. The world got
smaller, narrowing down to crates and orders sent directly to his cortex.

“What are we going to do if they bring androids?”
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“I’ve heard they’re more effective.”

“A lot more!”

“More resilient, and they don’t eat up that much.”
“They eat up a lot.”

“Bullshit.”

“No, seriously, they eat up energy, not food.”
“We gobble, they recharge, there’s the difference.”
“We dream.”

They looked at him over their beers.

“We dream! Is this guy for real?”

Up and down in the tight airlock compartment of the crane, the meaning of dreaming
changed constantly. How much do I think when | work? How many dreams do | have when |
sleep? Everything was automated, and even his actions were controlled by a neurochemical
implant. Operations, quick reactions, unforeseen events, tight spots... Thousands, tens of
thousands of versions, close to perfection.

“Why do they still need us?”

“Are we cheaper?”

“Could machines be more efficient?”
“What will they do with us?”

“What will we do?”

“Stay and rest.”

What will we do, what could we do, if... If they replace us. With what? This was like a litany,
a background noise for every workday. When they had fun, things took on the bright, cheery
colors of the searchlights.

“When we’ll see a sloshed android, then we’ll surely be in deep shit.”

But until then, there were those ads. Androids were still nowhere in sight, but they all knew it
was a matter of time. Rumors multiplied and took strange forms, all spread through the proto-
walkers grapevine.
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He knew they all carried a grain of truth. Whispers were the first omens of the new reality.
His coworkers taunted him, some even made fun of him. But the portents continued to multiply.
The proto-owners were too lazy to notice the shift in workforce, whilst the mass of workers
swarmed hypnotically through its daily monotonous rhythms. Forced sleep, automated walking,
neurochemical-based work, exhausting walks, dull shows, dreamless sleep, lonely walks, silly
talks, boozing without memories.

During lunch break he studied the faces around him. They were chewing in silence. Some
watched the news on their artificial retina, others carried on virtual conversations.

“Have you seen the ads?”

They waved their hands. Apparently, these ads were really getting to him. His mind swirled
with disquieting thoughts. He took a shot of Calcium and put on his worker’s helmet. Maybe it
was high time to confront his fears. He breathed heavily, then picked out the add on his visor.
The answer came at the end of his shift. He already had an appointment, which, he noticed,
coincided with the moment he went by the office on his street.

The smiling face of a middle-aged woman appeared on the door’s intercom.
“Mister...?”
“Cosmin Barbone.”

The door opened with a dry paper rustle, revealing a tunnel-like airlock. Like many other
stores and offices, this one was built on the asteroid’s surface, to avoid the outrageous rent
demanded by the administration.

He stepped on the conveyor belt and admired the wall paintings. There was no indication of
what was happening at the end of the airlock. There were no commercials for products, news or
latest fashions. He turned his head and caught a last glimpse of the crowded street. Then silence,
broken by the rustling of trees, the murmur of waterfalls, and the cries of vultures.

A door identical to the first opened in front of him. The same face greeted him, now in the
flesh — a medium-height woman, benevolent furrows on her brow. She bowed slightly, then fixed
him with a pair of bleached eyes.

“Welcome, Mr. Barbone.”

Cosmin rubbed his palms as the sudden desire to leave surged through him.
“Thank you, glad to be here.”

He got a hold of himself and bowed in return.

“I was... 'm... I’'m still curious. If you don’t mind.”
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The woman laughed gently. Cosmin sighed. Ever since he started working in space, his
aesthetic sense had atrophied under the constant bombardment of chemicals. He returned the
smile, not knowing if he should do more or less.

“Oana Cernescu.”

She extended her hand, a form of greeting he recognized from those old movies he watched
at night before going to sleep. He shook it carefully, desperately searching for the appropriate
convention. He knew nothing of the world where Mrs. Cernescu presumably came from, about
Earth, about the inner-planets. He only knew space, recycled air, crowded streets and protocols.
An artificial world that he hated from the day he arrived, which had become, imperceptibly,
more familiar with each passing day. How long was it now? Twenty-one years, he remembered
with a gasp of surprise. A lifetime!

“Pardon me?”

He swallowed hard. How was it that a slight touch and a faint scent could bring back so
many memories and ravish his senses? He wasn’t a teenager anymore. He wasn’t even young.
According to space standards, he was approaching his senior years. One year in the asteroid belt
equaled three Earth years, two lunar years and two Martian years. He quickly worked out the
numbers: 73 years in Earth time.

Suddenly, all these details made him slouch. He was aware that he looked like a white,
almost translucent rat, hairless, colorless, short, skinny, with big head and wrinkled skin, as if
he’d taken a long hot bath. He pitied himself, hated himself for being dressed in workers’
clothes, smelling of oil, ozone and mineral dust. He was a simple operator, unaccustomed to the
pleasant, aseptic air of an office. A human body, filled with electronic circuits, chemicals,
wrapped in anti-radiation clothes, all massed on a ceramic composite skeleton.

Whereas she... Mrs. Cernescu. Oana. She beamed with health, human warmth and
thoughtfulness.

He gave a disquieted nod.
“Are you offering what I’'m looking for?”

He bit his tongue grudgingly. He had a mannered speech, at least according to job standards.
Now his tongue hung heavily and his mind was unbearably slow. He ordered a shot of caffeine to
freshen up a bit.

She was slightly amused, or perhaps merely affable, as she took him by the shoulders and led
him to a couch. A huge window on the right wall offered a panoramic view of the asteroid. Out
in the distance rose the yellow crests of the space-dock cranes. One of those metal cribs was his
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workplace. Between them and the comfortable office he sat in stretched a sea of bulb-buildings
full of tube-flats. All identical. Colorful outgrowths on the dark surface of the asteroid.

She gently placed her finger on him.

“How old were you when you were sold to the mining corporation? Five? Ten?”
He was born in space, on a Martian orbital station.

“In advance,” he whispered.

“In a lab?”

He wished. Sometimes he told people just that. | was born in a lab. He lied about his age,
said he was older, suggesting he had a strong genome, he was good breed, a marvel of genetic
engineering. Some women bought into that, usually after too many drinks, when it was all the
same to them.

He spent his first years in an orphanage on Mars. Then he was sold to a belt company. Not
only him, but the entire orphanage. He had no pleasant memories and no regrets. He only
remembered the warm bodies of the boys and girls there, his mates. Their soft skin, layered with
peach fuzz, still colored, not yet pierced by hypodermal circuits, by chemicals designed to turn
humans into superhumans, into biological entities capable of withstanding cosmic radiation, with
little oxygen and few nutrients.

“I don’t know my mother, or my father. I was abandoned and then bought from a center for
abandoned children.”

“I also grew up in an orphanage.”

She grabbed him by the hand, as if looking for support against a slew of memories. He
looked at her, trying to see beyond the perfect face. Could she be one of his childhood mates? It
was impossible to recognize anyone by this point. Space is an unsurpassed artist when it comes
to carving faces and shaping bodies. Space and humans. All for the benefit of humanity and
corporations. And yet, he relished in the pleasure of searching, of waiting.

“No”, she answered his unspoken query, “we haven’t met before. But we could’ve.
Sometimes, people who are millions of miles apart share similar fates. | grew up right here, on
the belt.”

“On one of the Splik Stations,” he pointed a finger to a little star that blinked somewhere
close to Jupiter.

“On SS05.”

84



The stations formed an impressive fleet, an artificial outer colony, settled by businessmen,
stars and jolly old people. He finally understood her composed demeanor, her clean wrinkles,
unmarred by crusts, scars or radiation. A new sensation surged through him. He was in the
wrong place, looking or hoping for a change that he couldn’t express. He gazed at the tiny star —
an aggregation of fifty intertwined stations — then at the colored spots on the asteroid.

“Some believe you’re a recruitment agency.”
The woman tilted her head slightly, neither denying nor confirming the rumor.
“Others say that... you sometimes... rent androids.”

The woman’s reaction told a different story this time. Her curiosity had been sparked. She
had the look of an anthropologist, he realized, and that made him feel even less significant.

“What do you think?”
“I have my own opinions on the matter.”
“I was merely curious.”

He accessed the medical protocols and asked for some extra caffeine and just a bit of
nicotine. He preferred to smoke his ration.

“Well, I think that... but I might be mistaken.”

The image on the giant display changed slightly. Mars had appeared on the background, all
rusty, the size of a nail. An hour had passed, he reckoned. The morning call was just three hours
away. He should have been in his tube, covered in nutrient gel, sheltered behind anti-radiation
shields, enjoying the comforts of cellular regeneration.

“No need for alarm”, she told him, pressing his arm reassuringly. “You’re sheltered from
radiation here.”

Her hand drew a wide arch around the white, sterile room, offering no other clue to its
supposed impregnability.

“The microorganisms cleanse your body with every breath you take. They’re more effective
than any gel [ know.”

He closed his eyes in silent gratitude.
“What do you want?”
The grip on his arm tightened, then she let go. She got up. With every passing minute she

was better looking, younger, more enticing. Cosmin tried to gauge her age. If she was born on
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the Splik Stations, where the earth standard year was equivalent to 0.15 local years, she could’ve
been a hundred, maybe more. The few eccentric visitors that made their way through the
labyrinthine tub structure of the asteroid said little to nothing. Being neighbors with Splik, they
thought they knew all they needed to know. They didn’t ask any questions. As the administration
had told them, curiosity must not be encouraged. “Curiosity killed the cat”, ran the Wednesday
slogan. They had cats, deformed but versatile creatures, used against parasites.

The word ‘curiosity’ dwelled on his mind. He was curious, or had been. He realized that it
was curiosity that had led him there, inexplicable as it was. This and ideas that took shape in his
mind, after seeing that bright lettered ad one too many times.

“I am not rich.”

The woman extended her arms and helped him get up. He was at least two heads shorter than
her. She wasn’t tall either, at least by Earth standards. Four feet at best, a strong, athletic woman.
In a flash, the full extent of her words was revealed to him, and for an instant he saw the whole
picture. He recognized the pattern, having lived through it before.

“You’ve bought the asteroid.”

The flat-tube buildings shone in bright lights. Some people went to bed, others got up. They
were working round the clock on the asteroid. Thousands of ships took off to the belt and
returned with their bellies full of ore which they spewed in the factories. Other ships brought
food, blocks of ice or consumer goods, whilst only a few shipped away local products.
Somewhere along this unbroken chain was Cosmin. A tiny speck of life tied to a thin, ever-
trembling thread.

She stood silent, allowing him to gather his thoughts, and held his hand until his heartbeat
stabilized.

“Everything will change” she said, as he was signing the agreement papers. “You will be
transferred into androids. The procedure will ensure decades of healthy life, and it’s completely
pain free. Synthetic bodies are designed to withstand extreme radiation. Damaged body parts can
be replaced, just as one replaces a broken crane part.”

They both chuckled at the analogy.

“The structure of the asteroid will change. Tube-flats will become obsolete. They take up too
much space. Androids don’t need food, gel or high-tech protection. Not even sleep”, she
laughed, as if she’d made a good joke. “An energy source and an organic compound source is all
they need. ”

She took off her clothes and presented each part of her body.
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“Everything is flawlessly designed. No useless organs, no senses to break your focus.
Everything is perfect.”

Images of naked women in movies flashed in his mind, alongside memories of him
showering together with other kids, then teenagers. He tried to conjure those feelings that so
thrilled his flesh, to the point where it hurt. Maybe it’s not a good idea, he thought, maybe I’'m
losing something, or I have already lost it. But the more he gazed at Oana’s perfectly balanced
body, her lean muscles, her soft skin, free of wounds, gangrene or other imperfections, the more
he succumbed to dumb admiration. True, her breasts were gone, and her hips lacked that
femininity he thought he remembered, but the rest... ah, yes, the rest was perfect. A quasi-
immortal synthetic body.

He signed his name and relished the thought of an undying machine.

Translated by Alexandru Maniu

**k*
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THE RECLUSE

by George Cornila

One summer, when | told Aron on a whim that | felt | needed a diversion, a secluded haven
where | could be alone for a couple of weeks and put my papers as well as my thoughts together,
far away from the hustle and bustle of the city, and most of all, without access to technology, he
provided me with a resolution so fast that he left me thinking he had been waiting just for that, to
share with someone the existence of that very place. Somewhere not too far from The Golden
Springs, an old boyar manor stood hidden in the forest.

I’ve known Aron since I was a student at the University, thus since I didn’t even dare dream
becoming his faculty peer. He was middle-aged, with chestnut hair combed to one side and a
thick neat beard; he always wore grey pants with sharp crease, a white shirt and a tessellated
jacket smelling of tobacco. He was a bohemian, yet terribly dull at first sight. Time spent with
him however passed differently than with other people. We chased away the boredom between
classes, without keeping count of the number of coffee mugs we drank, or we gave vent to our
literary frustrations after the Tuesday Book Club in the beer garden of a historic pub in the Old
Town, without keeping count of how many pints went down our throats. Only thus — by talking
and philosophizing with him elbow-to-elbow on and on, years on end — | started to enjoy his
company and see him as an interesting fellow, perhaps even a tad mysterious.

Somehow, he had found that place. He didn’t tell me in what circumstances and I wasn’t
curious to find out either, as | was then reaching a new peak in my misanthropy. When he started
to describe the house and its whereabouts, highlighting the amenities it had to offer, I told him,
without raising my eyes from the glass:

“I just want to be alone.”
“You’ll never be more alone than there,” he replied, his hand on his heart.
He continued:

“Believe me, there’s no better place to rest and write. You can stay as long as you want, as
long as you are able to. When you’ll get back from there, you’ll either be healed from the world,
or you’ll knock on the sanitarium’s door in the valley; in such a wondrous place, wise men
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thought of building a sanitarium for those who can’t cope with this world. Chaps like you and

2

me
He chuckled.
I was in a moment of my life when I didn’t require too much convincing.

| got there with a bag that contained a few changes of clothes, about ten books, mostly
English literature, and the manuscripts | was working on. It was midday in July, if that’s of any
relevance. The house was old and it seemed abandoned for a long time. It was an alpine house, a
simple structure mostly made of wood, not at all majestic like the lofty buildings in the area,
designed by Ernest Doneaud; still, it had a distinct shape and personality. I didn’t even need the
keys as all doors to the yard were unlocked. Inside, apart from the dampness and the layers of
dust and mold, reigned a neatness that seemed eerie to me, as if someone had been waiting for
something unlikely to happen, for someone unlikely to come.

Lizards crawled on the walls and spiders wove their webs in the corners. The long yard gave
off a sinister charm and was bordered by an ancient wall covered in moss, snails and slimy slugs
and had twisting African tulip trees and withered roses. A gazebo of rotten wood, outhouses with
locked doors and a small glade bordered by a creek with bluestone water on the bank of which
potter wasps built intriguing nests made of mud. A rusty swing with violets twisting around its
chains stood still, waiting down a flight of time-worn steps. | think it was that very stillness that
bewildered me, more than if it were moving.

The place suited me, as I didn’t need much. A bed, a table, a light bulb — a candle would have
served me just as nicely —, a kitchenette and a bathroom were more than enough and, as proof, |
used nothing else during my stay there. The house was huge, labyrinthine, three floors, narrow
hallways and little useless corridors, locked storage closets, countless doors and endless rows of
steps made of rusty iron connecting various parts of the manor. After a few nights and several
unsuccessful attempts to explore the house, I wasn’t entirely convinced that I was alone there.
Sometimes | found my things elseshwere than where I’d left them and doors open, when I was
certain I’d closed them. I blamed all these strange occurrences on the wind, the draft that blew
out in the hallways and my everlasting torpor. Even if sometimes I thought | sensed another
presence around me, perhaps due to my chronic fatigue, | never found any relevant proof. | was
in such an isolated and quiet place to immerse myself in total loneliness that I felt like a refugee,
the last survivor of the apocalypse, left alone after the whole world had perished.

My befriending with the house, a deed | deem necessary every time a man gets inside the
intimacy of such a place, was never accomplished in full, in part because of my psychological
inability to discover it in its entirety, partly because of the hostility | sensed from the portraits of
the boyars that frowned at me from the walls, of the shadows that I only got a glimpse of, of the
wounds | got from the protrusions of the old furniture or of the never-ending creaking. Tearing
sounds, crackling, loud bangs, splashes, gasps, pipes hissing, wailing that came from the
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innumerous round air shafts in the ceilings, all combined with the noises from the surrounding
nature: the murmur of the creek, the distant barking of feral dogs, the droning of various insects,
the slurred mumbling of the forest poked by screeching sounds or thumped noises, all left a
mystery, either they were foxes whelping, deer groaning, owls hissing or who knows what else.
Passing through each room, I wouldn’t have been surprised the least to bump into someone, to
wake somebody up from a long slumber, to intrude on someone. | would have been scared, but
not surprised.

| spent my days strolling through the resort a few miles away from the manor, in the shadow
of the forested wall of the Brainpan Mountains; the resort was full of relics from the communist
era and already — so soon — of remnants of capitalism. | used to walk along the river I later found
out bore the name of the boyar whose house was now my dwelling, passing by healing springs
and booths selling colored trinkets and knickknacks where all the saleswomen looked the same,
until 1 reached the barred gate of the Sanitarium. Geriatrics crawled about the alleys, burdened
by illnesses, pains and lunacy, carrying in their shivering flabby hands canteens with healing
water or little bags with medicine.

| would eat fresh trout on the terrace of some tavern, drink beer, read on a bench at the edge
of the forest, make some notes, then, tired of the aged energy of the place | would ease off
towards my home, towards the place I could, for a short while, call home. | found out that the
resort had a water spring that could’ve healed the ulcer that had pestered me for years, but I
didn’t go there once during my entire stay. Even more, the burdening eeriness of the place
compelled me to drink beer and strong spirits more than | used to, and I, as a writer and a
professor, confess that I’ve never shied away from the bottle.

At night, | would write on the porch, distracted all the time, as I couldn’t ignore the noises of
the forest. Stag beetles hummed and smashed violently into the bearing poles, fireflies flickered
into the tiny glade and night butterflies swarmed around the dim light bulb that lighted only half
of my table. It was terrifying and yet fascinating seeing fat spiders descending on their web. I’ve
had an interest in entomology for a while and I can say that I’ve never seen bigger webs,
spanning between trees, eaves, poles and electrical cables, nor spiders that could weave them so
fast. | discovered new ones woven around me with each passing hour, as if wrapping me in a
shroud.

| constantly had a weird feeling of drowsiness or fear, of drifting into unconsciousness. After
a few days | gave up drinking water from a nearby fountain, water of amazing relish, thinking
that | could thus maybe recover. When some noise reached me from the forest or from the
entrails of the house, I flinched and had the feeling I had fallen asleep and I was just waking up
from a short slumber, from a dream. I’d never before questioned my sanity as I did there and,
God is my witness, I’d questioned it so many times throughout my life.
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Even so, loneliness suited me. I didn’t feel the absence of people. I’d realized at some point
that 1 was becoming weirder and wilder with each passing year. | was tired of the Capital, the
crowds, the colleagues, the students, all those snotty kids with their huge egos, all the stubborn
dinosaurs of the university environment, the editors, the book launches and literary circles, the
whole tumult of survival. | had been teaching Universal Literature for ten years already to herds
of teenagers who were searching in vain for their way, | was engulfed in a uselessness | was
aware of every day of my life but which I would not admit when others chalked it up against me.
| had written several novels and a stack of novellas which were published in various literary
magazines, but I still couldn’t feel whole.

Many years back | had read the works of Thomas Mann and Ken Kesey and also Eliade’s
novellas and a few novels by Stephen King. They weren’t my favorites by any means, but there,
on that magic mountain, near a cuckoo’s nest, in a sinister house, I was living their novels,
unfortunately without being capable to write anything to match them. | wrote plenty during my
stay at the manor, but my writings were mere ramblings, whole stacks of paper without a
beginning or an end, that could as well have been shuffled and read in any order without them
losing their meaning, for they had none. | was slithering like a slug on the ancient wall which
surrounded the yard, slobbering on a sheet of paper without hope that my drooling trail would be
someday discovered and called a work of art.

Somehow, the quietness and the rest | had hoped to find there were slipping away. In the
several weeks spent in silence and recluseness, I couldn’t sleep one whole night. I was either
falling asleep late — even at dawn sometimes — or waking up when it was still dark outside,
frightened and sweating without any obvious reason, without understanding what was going on,
as I didn’t understand so many things in my life. I couldn’t remember most of my dreams, except
for the two recurring ones. In one of them, the house appeared to me as it must have looked a
century ago, populated by its old masters: a boyar with a lush moustache and harsh eyes, wearing
a long shirt, a vest and a belt, a plump frowning lady in a knee-length gloomy dress, her hair cut
short and lipstick on her lips, and a maiden with freckles, wearing a flounced dress, her hair long,
her ears pointy, keeping her hands entwined on her belly; she wasn’t taking after neither of her
parents. They were standing still in front of the porch, and the boyar seemed to scold me with his
eyes as if I'd done something wrong, as if I’d been some uninvited guest. Still, I could not leave.

I hadn’t learned their names or history, but I was certain the ones in my dream were the same
as in one of the daguerreotypes hung in one room and which pictured all three of them in gala
attires, perhaps before going to a ball. Another picture was there on the entire length of one of
the walls, depicting an enormous herd of black horses. | used to like horses, but since one bit off
a chunk of flesh from my chest when | was a child I couldn’t muster the courage to get near them
again.

In the other dream | was hospitalized in the Sanitarium and doctors with thick glasses, lenses
like a magnifying glass, and Neanderthalian nurses subjected me to agonizing treatments, telling
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me it was for my own good. Sometimes, Aron was there with me, too. The dream was so vivid
that when I woke up I’d check myself for needle marks and thought in horror that I had escaped
and that they were looking for me, and I struggled to choose between running as far as my feet
could carry me or return for fear of retaliation in case the nurses caught me.

One of the nights — sitting on the porch and writing the same babbling hogwash, feeling and
knowing I wasn’t good at it, tormented by a full moon which had stolen my sleep — | found that |
couldn’t concentrate because of the flickering of the fireflies in the small glade. I don’t know
what made me follow them. It was like a call that my confounded will couldn’t resist. I staggered
down the steps and followed the receding tiny lights. I followed them foolishly, like in a B
movie, until I entered the forest. It wasn’t long until I heard a noise in the underbrush,
somewhere to my right. Like in a trance, without thinking of the dangers lurking there, I set out
in that direction, without even a stick to defend myself with. A creature sprung out and soon
vanished among the trees. In the moonlight, | could make out a small and thin human shape, a
boy or a girl maybe. It ran awkwardly, like a carnival man on stilts, in spite of its small built.

It could’ve been anyone, any kid or girl from the village down the valley, drawn by the light
in a house they knew was deserted, or some belated tourist, lost on his way back from some
healing spring, thinking he was trespassing or that |1 was some brigand stalking in the night at the
edge of the forest. It could’ve been a mad man who had escaped from the Sanitarium. A few
years back | taught some ethnology courses, so it came only naturally to think of the seductive
girls of the forest, fairies, banshees, wood nymphs, hulder, iele, dragaice, samcas and such. Some
were fantastic creatures from birth, others were human beings who by various reasons became
spirits of the forest. The stories were numerous, so were the so-called sightings. Although | had a
clear understanding of how fantastic creatures came to life in the simple minds of folk and |
didn’t believe they were real as I’d stopped believing in Santa Claus early on, if there was a
place where such entities could exist, it would definitely be this place. That night, the dreams
that troubled me most started.

It was from that night when during my nocturnal toss and turn | stumbled upon a naked
woman’s body, always with her back at me, displaying her round full buttocks, alluring and
rock-hard. Nothing happened for a while as, from the first touch, I dived into darkness and when
I woke up the other side of the bed was empty and cold, without the shape or heat of another
body. I told myself it was my loneliness, man’s eternal craving for a woman’s body.

The bathroom window looked out into the small glade, and one afternoon, when | was taking
a cold shower — as I didn’t have the luxury of hot water —, | saw a ginger girl watching me from
the bushes, her hair ablaze. She vanished without me even having the impulse to cover my
limax-like pale and flaccid body. The same night, while | was on the porch sorting through my
papers, | heard footsteps on the stairs behind me, but when I turned there was no one there.
Terrible neighing broke out somewhere on the creek’s shore. It kept me up until late in the night.
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I hadn’t seen a single horse since my arrival, but then I couldn’t muster the courage to go out and
discover what fantastic herd, worthy of the Greek myths, could produce such a symphony.

I’d been there for three weeks when | received my first visit. | was tossing and turning in my
bed after a night in which | had overdone it with the booze, when | stumbled upon the same
woman’s body. This time I woke up. She was still there, now facing me. The light from the
porch allowed me to see her. She was a pale girl, lithe, long fiery hair falling upon her shoulders,
covering her small breasts. She gave off a strong odor of moist soil and young sapling, sap and
raspberries. She smiled thinly and her green eyes flickered in the light. She turned her back to
me, revealing the white skin of her round buttocks. | penetrated her without saying a word,
without any thoughts, for I was in a moment of my life when I didn’t need too much convincing.
She welcomed me, warm and wet, inside her body, the body of a primordial woman, made for
mating and breeding. [ would lie if I'd say I lasted. The release of the burden of my seed, which
had grown inside me for so long, made me shudder and | stayed awhile with my eyes shut,
waiting for her to disappear, to vanish as in a wet dream.

But she was still there when | opened my eyes and through the short-lived lucidity of the
relieved man, looking at her as she was again facing me, | realized how much she resembled the
boyar’s daughter — the same hair, freckles and pointy ears, the same mysterious look. Her back
had a deep curve and her legs were strangely bent, resembling, even if they lacked the fur and the
hooves, the legs of a deer. I wouldn’t have been surprised if, suddenly, | would have discovered
she also had a tail, either short or waving, somehow hidden till then to my eyes which had only
wandered towards the sweet tiny place which | wanted to make my own, heedless and without
questions. Inexplicably, or maybe because of the liquor, I wasn’t frightened. I am more scared
now, remembering it, than | was then. The girl smiled and I fell into a slumber before getting the
chance to smile back.

When | awoke, it was already noon. The door was locked and there was not even the smallest
sign of any other presence in the room. My one-night mistress hadn’t left any proof of her visit.
Vainly did | caress and sniffed at the sheets, | touched myself and flustered.

Vainly did | wait many other nights for her to return. It may have been a dream, but it was so
different from the others. Maybe all that had happened before had been just a prelude to this
great dream, this grandiose liberating dream. Or maybe she was real, some peasant girl form the
village, bursting of insatiate urges her drunkard husband with rough palms couldn’t quench,
maybe she was a nun who ran from one of the monasteries nearby, or some tourist lady looking
for a fling, some insane girl who had escaped from the Sanitarium, some ghost or spirit, a Lady
Christina, a Clavdia Chauchat for a Hans Castorp, a succubus, a samca. Whoever or whatever
she was, she didn’t return, and after a few more nights of loneliness and waiting on the verge of
despair, feeling she was like a drug | was given just a taste of, leaving me to want more, I’ve
decided to leave.
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Back in the city, | dropped by the University, looking for Aron. | knew he was often there,
even during the student holidays, to drink his coffee and work in the silence of some empty
amphitheater. I didn’t find him. However, he had left me a note with the secretary:

“I hope you’ve enjoyed it. As for me, I’ve found another vacation house. See you in the fall.”

I couldn’t help but wonder if he had been there, too, in that manor and had the same
experiences as | had, and | felt somewhat troubled by a sort of jealous when thinking I wasn’t the
only one who shared the bed with that wild creature, that I wasn’t the only one who had tamed
her, even if for just one night.

I searched the libraries till summer’s end, wanting to learn as much as | could about the
manor and the boyars who built it, but I only found very little aside from their names and a few
dates. | came across some papers documenting the first attestation of the resort, bearing the date
of 1760 and some others from the opening of the first healing establishments more than a century
later, then some time-worn papers among which there was a water analysis signed by Dr. Carol
Davila, a letter from Tudor Vladimirescu to the mysterious Marcu Olar, and also a court paper
which stated that the boyar was accused by his wife of witchcraft as he had the habit of
summoning forest spirits, and finally a testament proving he had an illegitimate daughter to
whom he had left the manor.

Was there any connection between the apparition | encountered and the history of the place?
The girl resembled so much the one from the daguerreotype that I’d been staring at, maybe too
much. Was she an entirely different person and I saw her as the same on the wall in the darkness
just because | was a man full of needs and fantasies, exhausted and drunk? Did she even exist?

Aron never came back and never wrote to me again. When the academic year started and |
was so much looking forward to seeing him, to share my experience, to ask him dozens of
questions, I found out that, in the meantime, he’d sent in his resignation letter. I miss him
sometimes. I’ve never returned to the manor, even though I’ve been on the verge of doing it
many times. There are things you live only once.

With that haven shattered, | can only slither on, leaving my limax trail on paper, looking at
the irony of my existence with exophthalmic eyes on the tip of my tentacles. There was a time
when | received explanations and denied them, now | am looking for them and there is no one
there to give them to me.

**k*
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BEYOND THE HORIZON

by Lucian-Dragos Bogdan

| am immortal.

| jump from star to star as a common man steps from one room to the next one. During one
of my jumps, decades pass for the common man who's only struggling to live inside his narrow
world.

The Universe has opened its doors for me. | have reached the mystery that lies beyond the
horizon and | now live in a perpetual present that's forbidden to all the other mortals. There is no
time or space beyond the horizon. I have the Universe for myself.

| am immortal.

And I'm not the only one.

***k

Sixteen of us were involved in the project. I don't remember who thought of that —
immortality doesn't mean a perfect memory. | think it was Chiara, or maybe Tristan. It doesn't
matter. One of us had the crazy idea of traveling faster than light. Yes, Einstein said it couldn't be
done, but tell that to a bunch of teens that were less than twenty one years old. We knew the
theory, but we thought we could prove otherwise. Physics had evolved, so it was time for new
dicoveries.

When we got to the practical approach, we got ourselves stucked in the E=mc2 equation, of
course. Increased speed meant exponential increasing of mass. The logical approach would have
been trying to jJump over the speed of light. But for those jumps we needed energy transfer from
outside the system.

Was it Kyuzo this time? I'm not sure. He thought of the not-so-black holes. Contrare to the
relativist theories, some particles may escape their attraction. But quantum physics postulates
that a certain particle can "borrow" energy from outside a closed system for a very short period
of time, and thus eventually escape. Still, this was the case of only one of its many probability
trajectories involved.
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We had the theory, all we needed was to make it work. And this is were we got stucked and
gave up one by one. Experiments have prooved that it was highly improbable for a particle to
escape on one of its probability trajectories during the lifetime of a human.

We were brilliant physicist, but that wasn't enough. At least, not for fifteen of us.

Ingeborg was different. Her mind seemed to travel far far away, in different worlds. She was
able to think outside the box, using abstract concepts, that an average man wouldn't understand,
and a genius would only get some hints of. Something clicked in her superhuman brain and she
shaped the pattern that may have helped us to reach the goal, two years into the project. She
thought that Betelgeuse, the red giant that governed the solar system where our scientific colony
was, would be a perfect source to borrow energy from. We helped her design two accelerators
for tranfering the particles resulted from decomposing the body: one inside the colony, the other
one set 250.000 mile in the outer space. She than conceived the borrowing mechanism that
would allow the transfer of not only one particle, but for all the cells in the human body. That
made the problem even more difficult, because we had to figure out how we can put back
together all those probability trajectories once the transfer has been done.

Unfortunetelly, even with her phenomenal intelligence, Ingeborg forgot about that problem.

*kk

Ingeborg got some kind of immortality. The particles reassembled as herself for a split-
second, then continued their probability trajectories. Most of the atoms that were once part of her
body spread across the vast space around Betelgeuse. A small core remained captive in the
second accelerator and 1 still don't know if this is what keeps her conscience in contact with our
material world, or is it the other way around. Ahmed thinks that a living concience that has no
physical support is a natural thing, for our souls turn back to Allah as we die. But Ahmed sees
the work of the divine in everything around us.

| think Rajiv gave the more rational explanation: once a particle use the borrow energy to get
on a probability trajectory outside the system, it will be attracted back on an internal probability
trajectory. He said that the probability trajectories of the particles that once formed Ingeborg's
body will have the tendency to get back to their original shape and this is the support for her
conscience still being in contact with us. Yes, it must have been him, because I remember his
pun:

"Ingeborg is looking to find herself."

The hypothesis was interesting and for the sake of Ingeborg | hope it was right. I'm just
curious whether she will be reassembled inside the accelerator before her mind becomes
completely alienated or not.
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Even before the accident Ingeborg was living in her own abstract world. Her new state of
being forced her to live only in a mentaly state that helps her constantly multiply abstract
concepts. Her relation with the otuside world has deteriorated even further than before, and thus
it became more and more difficult to catch her attention and have a coherent dialogue that doesn't
suddenly stop because she has started to study a new theory.

She wasn't like that from te beginning. Once we passed the post-traumatic state of terror, we
started to make fun of the fact that she hasn't yet realised the absence of her body. We were not
far from the truth. It would have been more horrifying for her to retain the body and loose the
mind. Anyway, her first reaction had nothing to do with the loss, but with the error in the
experiment. | can still remember my shock when | first heard her voice inside my head, telling
me what went wrong and how we should correct the whole thing. Set free from the limits of the
body, her mind began to use more functions that were previously blocked, for instance telepathy.
| wasn't the only one capable to hear her. She was speaking to all of us at once.

Funny... I don't think of it as though she has sent me a thought, but that she spoke to me. In
my head it was a voice exactly like hers. Or was it just a trick my mind played on me? | heard an
unknown voice and my mind made it sounded like hers?

It doesn't matter anymore. What matters is that we have approached the problem the way she
sugested.

From that moment on, we were free to go wherever we pleased in the vastness of the
Universe.

**k

Ingeborg's idea was simple and revolutionary at the same time, but it still took us three more
years to put it to work. According to her new model, the body was to be decomposed into
particles that would not leave the colony's accelerator. They were only to be excited using a
shock applied with enough energy, creating corespondent antimatter particles. The first problem
was to make them live longer than a split-second. Interesting enough, we accomplished that only
when we gave up figuring it out and started working on the other aspects of the pattern.

Once thrown into space with the use of the borrowing energy, the contact with the
environment made the antiparticles desintegrate. But Ingeborg brought to our attention the
antiparticle belt in the magnetic field surrounding the planet orbited by our colony. We created a
series of eperimental models that eventually allowed us to protect the antiparticles in a controlled
magnetic field. Therefore, ejecting antimatter out of the accelerator in a magnetic field helped us
solve the efemerity issue.

The good thing was that we succeded to create the pattern for recreating the body without
loosing anyone else. The particles remained in the accelerator and they could be reassembled at
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any time. The travel was made by the antiparticles. Even though there was no risc in theory, we
had our doubts, so Sergei offered himself as lab rat. He has sworn that he would travel to the end
of the Universe if he was to stay alive and not share Ingeborg's fate.

After a series of failed tests, his antibody appeared for the first time inside the magnetic field
near the space particle accelerator. Surprisingly enough, the conscience doesn't seem to make the
difference between the body and the antibody. Sergei space projection acted like it was himself.
Our coleague sent us his best regards and vanished into the void, starting his journey to the end
of the Universe.

| still find it funny to know that his particles run next to mine insinde the accelerator, while
our minds are riding antibodies separated by millions of light-years and may never meet again.

**k*

When my body first decomposed into its elementary particles, | felt like I was falling asleep
for a few seconds. Imediately after, I witnessed a "see that and you can die" image: a big red
Betelgeuse surrounded by a dark veil filled with millions of stars. My antimatter eyes could only
see two planets, one of them orbited by the colony.

| had a strange feeling due to the fact that I didn't need to breathe and | wasn't suffocating.
Strangely enough, Ingeborg was the only one whose concience remained linked to the body — or
what was left of it. For the rest of us, the conscience only animated an antimatter spectrum
suspended in a magnetic field, with no other necessities than any other virtual projection. The
spectrum protected us from any danger implied by the "blind" space voyages. We could literally
chose to transfer to any given point in the universe, but we couldn't possibly know what we were
going to find there — void, a planet, an asteroid field, a star, a protostar or anything else.
Considering the ratio of solid objects or gass to the void, the probability to arrive in an open
space was enormous. Still, I had once the chance of contemplating the burning core of a planet.
Once | was done with the panic and the amazement, it was nice to calculate the new destination
and teleport myself to the surface.

Obviously, the atmosphere was irrelevant to our new condition. We could survive anywhere.

It's very interesting to see what use can the human mind find for this kind of body. Kyuzo
was not interested to use the antibody, considering that the particle flow in the accelerator was
perfect to experience true zazen.

"You see", he said to us, "zazen is similar to a coffin. When you experience zazen there is
nothing left — being it action or a simple thought. Free from my body restraints | can get rid of
the illusion of the material world, sweeping away a distracting factor."

"So does death", commented Ahmed.
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"In death, the counscience goes to a whole new level. During zazen, it stays present; only the
illusion dissapears."

Those were his last words/thoughts. Unlike Ingeborg, he never spoke to us again. | was never
interested in mysticism or spirituality, but some of my fellow colleagues were. Kyuzo's choice,
even though absurd as it was in my eyes, did less harm than others'.

*k*x

Patricia, Tristan and MacPheason chose to become gods. A being that has no flesh and blood,
doesn't eat or sleep and can't be killed is meant to impress. Shock. Frighten. Terrorize.

It's all up to the evolutionary level of the civilization you stumble upon.

Their intentions were honorable at start. Having at hand a vast universe made it possible for
us to meet intelligent alien lifeforms. With no physical limits, all barriers concerning habitat,
culture or form became irrelevant. More than that, there was practically unlimited time to learn
to communicate, no matter how strange a language may have sounded.

Patricia, Tristan and MacPhearson used that to pass their knowledge to the newly
encountered civilizations. In the beginning, they only did good things: warning a tribe about their
rivals' actions, sinking under the surface to observe the signs of a soon-to-come catastrophic
erruption and thus preventing the destruction of an entire city-state, helping a scientist rich his
life goal and so on. They even gave political or economical advice from time to time.

Relativity had some strong and some weak points when it comes to that matter. The main
advantage was that we could visit countless worlds from day to day, and thus giving us time to
help as many civiliyations as we want.

On the other hand, reaching light-speed means time goes by in a different way for the
traveller and for the one who's waiting for him. The first one sees it passing on a regular speed,
while for the other it will go much faster. Or the other way arround, if you change the
measurement system. In other words, when the traveller comes back, decades have passed for the
one waiting for him.

In order to exceed the speed of light we were using hyperjumps. We were curious if relativity
still applied in such conditions. Hadiya sugested that it didn't, considering the fact that it was an
instantaneous voyage. Both theories had their pros and cons, and both proved to be right in a
given situation.

We couldn't figure it out how it worked, but Patricia, Tristan and Mac Phearson took full
advantage of it. Sometimes, their relative time was synchronizing with the local one, while in
other occasions they would find themselves decades into the future of a world they've been
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visiting just a day ago. And this is how legends appeared and grew. Beliefs, religions, rituals
were born inside the groups they've helped.

Tristan and MacPhearson quickely indulged themselves in a life surrounded by female adepts
willing to satisfy even the smallest desire. And that is understandable. Show me one man capable
of resisting such a temptation and I will laugh into your face.

For Patricia it took a bit longer to accept the goddess position, but eternity is a long time, so
she finally fell under its spell.

Things were not so bad in the beginning. They still went on civilizing people from different
worlds and they still do. But now they only give economical, political or scientifical tips to those
who pay them the most in return.

Of course, not having a material body means they have no use for goods, but MacPhearson
once told me that seeing someone working his bones out to please you is a very satisfactory
sight.

"You're just feeding your ego”, I told him.
"Maybe. But it's such a fulfillment!"

| had a hunch that it would require more and more efforts to get this fulfillment as time went
by and unfortunetelly I was right. Last time | saw all three of them 1 felt sick.

Patricia became a tyrant for a crooked society, with such a magnitude of reachness and
grandeur that it could only lead it to ruin. If there was an artist that wasn't glorifying her, he was
imediatelly tortured to death. The fashion and architectural extravaganza were enough to exhaust
the resources a population could get and once it did that, the capricious goddess abandoned it and
chose another one.

Tristan fell under the spell of sexual desires and started to enjoy erotic shows offered by
races that only had intelligence in common with humans. His brilliant mind seemed capable of
changing abstract formulas on figuring out the sexual mechanisms of any species, both
physically and emotionally. He's always surrounded by orgies and he can imagine disgusting
ways of having sex that can exceed the limits of the dirtiest minds in any civilization. For an
almighty god it matters not if the subjects of the sexual games were still alive in the end.

MacPhearson was also seduced by sexuality for a while. Eventually, looking without
touching became boring for him, so he turned to his old passion, the strategic games. Being an
honest man, he didn'd favour one civilization over the other. He helped them all, building
grotesque images on each of his planets. One moment he was helping the rise of a nation, and the
next one he was favouring a riot or opening the gates for a foreign invasion. He then calmed
things down to a peacefull period of time, only to destroy it years later. | didn't pay much
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attention, but it seemed to me MacPhearson was recreating historical events from the Earth's pre-
space era. A sort of "how it was" combined with "what if".

Disgusting. | can't understand how such brilliant minds can let themselves perverted to such
an extent. It seems to me that inteligence and stupidity always cross paths. | feel ashamed by
their actions and | also feel sorry for we had lost some brilliant minds.

Fortunatelly, not all of us got so low.

*k*k

Hadiya was the opposite. She didn't see herself as a godess. She started searching for signs of
more developed civilizations. A most frustrating activity.

There were three theories regarding this kind of civilizations. The first one said there was
none. Hadiya pointed out that the egocentric system was a key element in the underdevelopment
of human science in the past. Rajiv replied that any intelligent species in the universe can see
itself as the most advanced and one of them ultimately has to be it. | told Rajiv that any
civilization follows a path with growth and decline, which means that the idea of a civilized
species can't be an absolute concept. There could have been many civilizations disputing this
position over time considering the age of the Universe.

The second theory said that it could exist more advanced civilizations, but they were located
so far that it was impossible yet for us to meet. Chang Li pointed out that as long as we have
discovered the intantaneous travel across universe, a more advanced civilization should also have
achieved that, perhaps in a refined form, and thus it should have find us.

Escobar said that being advanced doesn't mean you are the best in all fields, providing
arguments from the pre-space era nations that were far more advanced in some fields, while
lacking basic knowledge in others, thus leading them to extinction. It could have been possible
that our discovery should be a miraculous breakthrough, not reached by any other civilization till
now. Jane, our technician, observed that there are plenty of signs that could show our existance
to an advanced civilization — such as emissions or anomalies. Hadiya pointed once more that this
is again a premise of us as being important in order to atract anothers civilization's interest. Still,
she hasn't completely neglected Jane's observation, as the future has shown.

Ahmed took it all to a mystical level by saying that Allah could help us meet Sergei and
Elena so we can have an image of how small our steps are in the vastness of the Universe.

The third theory derived from the second one. An advanced civilization could have been
organised on such foreign premises that we wouldn't be able to recognize its presence. It was a
frustrating hypothesis. It's one thing to acknowledge that there weren't any advanced civilizations
to reach, and another thing to accept that they may exist right beside you, but you're both not
aware of each other.
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Considering Jane's idea, Hadyia started a journey across the universe following a well
defined pattern. If someone was to study the cuantic signatures of her appearences and
dissapearences in a certain amount of place of the universe, it would have seen the pattern of
some basic physical laws governing our Universe. She had become so obsessed with her
algorythms, that at a certain point we all thought she went crazy.

Years later — if time was to mean anything in our new condition — she finally succeeded in
her quest. Her work atracted attention from two more advanced civilizations, organised in such a
way that they had few if no similarities with us. They have both pased the technological
singularity point — a precise moment when the technical and scientific development pushes a
civilization to a level where life at it was known before could no longer exist. As a result, the
civilization is either going to become extinct, or completely change in a relatively impossible
way of understanding and prediction for the previous stages of the civilization.

Hadiya started an accelerated learning process, and she seems to head out to a personal
singularity herself. The last time we had a chat she used strange concepts that we could barely
catch a glimpse of their meaning. Ingeborg is the only one who can still have a normal chat with
her.

Hadiya headed for the future of science, while others tried to consolidate what we already
knew.

**k*

When we were having an affair, Kalliope told me that even though she pursued a carrier in
physics, she's still in love with astronomy. In our field of work the two are combining, so...

The new ability gave her the chance to stay "in the front row", as she likes to say, to explore
any given astronomical event. Her contribution in studying quasars and protostars was
extraordinary and helped the research in some of the most prestigious univerisites in the human
colonized space. None of them knew how she got those results, obviously. Still, testing them
proved to be right and so she got countless prizes and diplomas as recognition. In the rare
moments she spend having a solid form, Kalliope likes to arrange them on her shelf. Her quarters
has now the appearance of a museum.

Escobar, Rajiv and Elena chose some... unconvensional issues. The paradox of hyperjump
time flowing made some of us willing to explore and understand the phenomenon. Unable to find
a satisfactory answer, we gave up one by one, except for those three. After trying to cooperate
for a while, they eventually decided to follow different paths, different approaches.

Escobar thniks that the Einstein-Barnett theory on the relativity of forms has the answer, as
masive objects influence time and space. He hasn't got any results so far. Still, he succeded
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explaining timejumping via relativity, and instantaneous transfer via form theory — while still
being unable to corelate them.

Rajiv has always been more attracted to the mathematics of physics. This proved to be useful
many times in our research, for he was able to somehow understand and translate Ingeborg's
vision and concepts. He had always admired Bolyai's genius to imagine non-euclidiant geometry
and thus opening new horizons in the last century before the space era. And that's why he got the
idea of using non-euclidian concepts to explain the paradox.

"It's only in a non-conventional geometry that we can get a grasp on the space used by our
alter-egoes to transfer themselves", he said.

He combined that new theory with two pre-space era ones. The superstrings were a blooming
theory one day, before reaching a dead end, with some measurements contradicting its premises.
It was heavily revised, but never succeded to reach its previous glory, when it was considered the
theory that would unify physics. The second one, the waved universe, was an unusual approach
upon reality of a man or organisation known as The Medusa.

| found Elena's approach bold and hopeless at the same time. She extended the concept and
tried to prove that travelling faster than light meant in fact travelling in the past. The faster you
went, you were diving deeper in the past. She even seemed interested in the paradox of reversing
the cause and its effect: if an object travels faster than light from A to B, it will get there before it
left A. Supposing that, upon its arrival, a faster-than-light message is sent from B to A, it will
arrive there before the object left its starting point. In other words, the effect (sending the
message as a response) will outpace the cause. No matter how hard we tried, we couldn't
determine the order of magnitude we exceeded the speed of light during our jumps, and if this
effect wasn't compensated during the realignment of the probability trajectories. Although space
transfer appears to us as a snapshot during subjective time, it was impossible to establish a
universal reference. All measurements thus became relative, depending on the compared
subjects.

Elena thought that the only way she could study the paradox of reversing cause and effect
was to use a single reference element: herself. Unfortunately, we don't know if she reached any
conclusions. After a series of unsuccessful attempts to prove something, Elena simply
disappeared and none of us met her ever since. Through Hadiya we asked the advanced
civilizations for an explanation, but the impression was that they have a different approach on the
matter, and so their explanations could not be brought to a common ground.

| suppose that a sudden disappearance of the universe would be an obvious answer to Elena’s
success, proving the consequence of the cause-effect linearity violation. But considering the
context, it would be a superfluous revelation, | suppose.
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She may of course have suffered an accident during a transfer and simply disappeared,
though no experience has suggested that such an accident would be possible. Or (and the theory
sounds plausible from my point of view) maybe Chang Li was right when he stated that there are
several parallel universes and any journey in the past involves transferring to such a universe, so
that the original universe avoids any paradox. Or maybe the time is running so differently on
Elena’s journey from the one we are experiencing, that it will be a while before our paths meet
again. It's true that both theories add other unknown issues to the problem, thus contradicting the
principle of Occam'’s blade.

*k*k

Jane is the only one who has remained pragmatic after we have reached immortality.
"We may be immortal, but our machines aren't."

| don't know what would have happened to the experiment if we didn't have a technician like
her. We are primarily theorists, but she has the practice in the blood. She has set up a rigorous
schedule to return to the physical body and make complete revisions of the particle accelerator in
the colony and even set up a series of indicators to warn her if problems arise and "wake her up".
Without her, our immortality would probably have ended in a sudden extinction caused by an
accelerator failure. Chang Li believes that we would have continued our non-material lives as
long as our particles continued to exist, even if they had escaped from the accelerator. | dissagree
on that. I'm almost certain that, no matter how things are, the inability of borrowing energy from
Betelgeuse would keep us locked. | think I would prefer dissapearance instead of a forever
paralyzed consciousness in an immobile spectral projection.

After we have enjoyed ourselves exploring space and taking advantage of our omnipotence,
some of us returned to the conscientious program of a scientist. One by one, Chiara, Chang Li,
Ahmed and | went back to basics and set up an arrival algorithm similar to Jane's. We travel
through the universe, gather information that helps us further our research, then meet under the
red sun of Betelgeuse and compare the data, compile, debate, speculate and record the results in
the quantum library.

Of course we could always bring back Elena, Kyuzo and Sergei. It would be sufficient to ask
the computer, and their accelerated particles would materialize in the physical bodies. But such
an action would violate ethics, so we respect their decisions. The only person completely out of
our control is Ingeborg. Her bodily life is entirely in the hands of destiny.

Escobar and Rajiv also return to the base, but much rarer than us. Ultimately, given that they
focus on a single subject, they need not exit their universes unless they consider it necessary to
consult us on a certain dilemma. And Hadiya sometimes honors us with her presence, but the
communication bridge between us is constantly deteriorating. Patricia, Tristan and MacPhearson
are so absorbed in their importance and grand plans to lead more worlds that they have nor the
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time, nor the will for meetings. We only meet them when we visit any of the planetary systems
they govern, in order to collect scientific data.

Kalliope returns to the base relatively often compared to the others, but has no arrival
schedule in the central computer. Instead, she appears when she considers her work on a certain
subject is done. However, she has no reason to come for any minor issue, now that there is no
one to award her diplomas and prizes — a game she seemed amused of in a childlike way.

We were all affected by the event that lead to this. Our last meetings took place under its
dark spectrum. Chang Li even considered that it was his duty to take over the work as a historian,
although his scientific activity had suffered because of this. We cannot condemn him; I think it
was inevitable that one of us would take on this task.

After all, we owe to humanity at least the role of chroniclers of the history after the Fall.

**k*

It's ironic that, although we study the bigest mysteries of the universe, we witnessed the birth
and death of stars, the formation of planets and we traveled on the wings of the solar wind, and
some of us have been praised as gods, we weren't present at the fall of our own civilization.
Moreover, we do not even know the precise moment of this event and we can only suspect —
from the truncated reports that were kept in the surviving colonies scattered throughout the
galaxy — that it was a war with unconventional weapons. Given the mutations present among the
survivors we encountered, it is possible that a galactic scale pandemic virus, more likely spread
by humans, commercial or drone transport, may have decimated the population. And, once the
basic structures became inoperative, the colonies collapsed one after the other. Few were lucky
and managed to maintain a core of disease resistant people to keep them at an acceptable pseudo-
feudal level. Many have plunged into primitivism and obscurity, and many thousands or tens of
thousands more years will pass for them before they will have the chance to get back to their
previous glory. And the vast majority of the rest were completely destroyed.

It took us three returnings to became aware of the Fall. As soon as we realized what
happened, we asked ourselves if we shouldn't try to help the survivors to rebuild their societies.
We then understood that we had to deal with the tenth generations of heirs, people incapable to
understand the science we were willing to teach them. They had their own social structures
essential for surviving. One day, the time for social, political and economical revolutions would
have come. But it was far, far away. Out intervention may have put us in the godlike position of
Patricia, Tristan and MacPhearson, something we couldn't accept.

We gave up. Chang Li chose to guard the remains of our civilization, recording the progress
of each surviving world and keeping us informed.
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"One of the remaining colonies from Centaurus is about to move from superstition to the first
scientific notions of astronomy" he said on our last meeting.

"A small step” whispered Chiara.
She was devastated about the matter of the Fall.
"What good is immortality when the craddle of your civilization had fallen apart?"

"We're the biggest treasure of the human kind, Chiara", | said. "We're that remains of its
glory, her ambassadors in the Universe. Our immortalitty allows us to carry on its dreams."

After that dialogue 1 went back to my cabin to write my scientific reports.
"Do you really believe the words you said to Chiara?" Ahmed asked me from the doorway.
"We are immortals” | said.

"Our bodies are" he admitted. "But the soul gets old. We gather inside us wonders from all
over the Universe, but one day we will be filled up with it."

"Is this how you see yourself? An immortal old man?"
"Yes. Hundred of years from now I will feel the need to let my soul rest in Allah's hands."

"Please, Ahmed!" | shouted. "How can you still believe in Allah? No matter what we've
discovered, you still kept your superstitions! No matter how far we have pushed the bounderies,
you, the believers, pushed your gods even further beyond the horizon.”

"The more we find out about the universe, the more remains undiscovered" said Ahmed.

He was right. This was another paradox. The further we explored the space, the more new
uncharted teritories and concepts appeared in front of our eyes. But that was not the point and |
let him know that:

"We've both studyied this universe, Ahmed! Tell me: where have you seen this Allah of
yours?"

"He's everywhere."

"Where exactly? Haven't you noticed that everything in the universe is based on cause and
effect? There's nothing random out there. It's just a perfectly bonded system where no god can
fit. He would just not have anything to do, where to interfere. He could mime Patricia, Tristan
and MacPhearson's imposture at best!"

Ahmed smiled. He's looking as young as he was the day he became immortal. Like all of us.
My comparison didn't seem to offend him.
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"Your exact words prove the existence of Allah, my dear friend! He planned this universe so
well so that His work is there for our eyes to see in all of its aspects. The cause and effect that
binds all is His own creation!"

"But you admit this principle is the basis of all that is. Why do you need to put Allah into the
equation?"

"For you, Allah is just a moody being, like you and me. You think He's willing to interfere all
the time, to help this and destroy that. But this is not Allah. He created a perfect universe, and
His essence transcends our very minds and bodies. We can't find Him here. In the physical world
we can merely see His reflection. As Rumi perfectly put it: In the sea of love, | melt like salt.
Faith, Doubt - they both dissolve. A star is opening in my heart. The worlds turn in it."

"Sound wonderful. Still, | don't understand."
Ahmed tapped me on the shoulder.

"That's the problem: you try to understand what can't be understood. As for me, | let His
beauty fill my heart in any way | find it."

*kk
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ONE NIGHT AND ONE DAY WITH PAVEL
CHINEZU

by Lucian-Vasile Szabo

1. Pavel Chinezu: an anonymous portrait from the Prague Strachov gallery. The image is not
too clear. Yet one immediately notices that the man is covered in furs. He wears a hat, tilted over
his right ear. The hat does not hide the high forehead, which may lead us to believe that he was
affected by baldness. In his left hand he holds the scepter, a symbol of royal power. Was Pavel
Chinezu a ruler? History puts him somewhere in between. He was rather the master of a land. A
lord, if one took the Western model as a reference. His overlord was King Matthias Corvinus of
Hungary, but in the county of Timisoara he was the absolute master. Thus, one could call him,
for lack of a better term, a count. Wrapped in furs and wearing a hat, count Pavel Chinezu
displays an elongated face, with prominent bones. He wears a bushy and ruffled moustache
under a prominent nose that cuts his face in two. His eyebrows are straight, well contoured,
sparkling eyes beneath them. The name of Chinezu comes from the village where he was born:
Satchinez — literally the village of the chinez, from knyaz, a Slavic word meaning ‘powerful
man’ (possessor of titles and dignities). The term has remained in the history of the Banat region,
designating the mayor, and it can be found under this meaning in several localities.

2. Pavel Chinezu lived at the turn of the 15th and 16th centuries, an era of unimaginable
cruelties. In his reflections, Dr. Ioan Hategan deemed the Count of Timisoara to be one of the
men responsible for the frightful deeds that plagued those violent times. Let us not forget that he
was a contemporary of Vlad Draculea, alias Tepes (the Impaler), the ruler of Wallachia, the
Romanian land situated on the left bank of the Danube. Together with Tepes, Chinezu took part
in anti-Ottoman campaigns, punishing the pagans for their boldness, thwarting their fervent
dream of entering and settling in the heart of Europe, in the Holy Empire of the West. The two
military leaders, Chinezu and Tepes, made many incursions into the Balkans, all the way to the
gates of Belgrade, bringing destruction in the camps and the lives of the relentless bearers of the
Crescent. Pavel Chinezu was an expert in the art (or the science!?) of war, his basic principle
being "dog-eat-dog". In order to obtain victory and defeat, even annihilate the enemy, everything
was permitted.
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3. Undoubtedly, the count of Timigoara was a rough man. Let us imagine one January night
in the fifteenth century: the temperature is 20 degrees below zero, although the thermometer had
not yet reached these places. In any case, the wind is blowing, carrying the heavy snow in all
directions, breaking the trees like mere twigs. Over a hundred men are literally passing through
the snowbanks, roped together, each holding his horse by the bridle. They walk, for the force of
the wind casts them off their saddle, cutting straight towards the puddles now covered with thick
layers of ice and snow. They continue for several hours, although no one has a clock and no one
knows how long it is until dawn. But the biological clock inside tells them they will arrive on
time. They are led by a tall, bulky man, wrapped in a sheepskin coat and wearing a hat. Nobody
utters a word. The guide walks in the front of the line and leads the others. At times, the crivat —
the blizzard of the Romanian lands — shows signs of subsiding. "Excellent”, thinks Pavel
Chinezu, advancing just behind the guide.

4. The count pulls the guide’s sleeve and they all stop. They are listening, trying to
distinguish something above the howling wind. The guide reaches out in the darkness and nods.
They have arrived. Chinezu sends an order: the bey’s tent! The line disbands and the men form a
circle. They start. Every tenth man takes an advanced position. They are the vanguard and must
clear the field, eliminating the guards at the edge of the camp. They move quickly, and then stop.
They gaze into the darkness with sharp eyes and are all ears to catch even the slightest noise.
They can see the Ottoman camp, dimly lit by small fires burning among the tents. All around
them are the Janissaries, chilled to the bone. The guards are nowhere to be seen. "Maybe they
retreated to the campfires." says the count as he stops for a few moments to catch his breath. But
they didn’t. Above the roaring of the crivat he can hear a muffled thud in front of him. The
vanguard soldier has reached the Turk, numbed by the cold in his snow shelter, jumped over him
and slid his throat with a short, wide sword. After a while he arrives there only to find the
shapeless body of the Turk, lifeless and dripping with blood =-— blood that has already frozen
into a bright reddish stain.

5. Now, the bulk of the troop stops and waits. A handful of soldiers get closer to the place
where the horses and oxen used by the Ottomans to carry their luggage stand. Pavel Chinezu
senses they are running late. He proceeds on chewing on a few hairs from his ruffled mustache.
Flames! His men have attached a tar-soaked mop to the tail of each horse or ox and they have set
it on fire. The animals are driven into the camp. The fire has reached their skin. Horses stumble
and run, and oxen are lowing, stamping their hooves madly. They charge the Janissaries
slumbering around the fires. Enemy tents are soon set ablaze, and the whole camp is engulfed in
flames. Terrible yells are heard, and the Turks are running amok across the camp. The count
gives the signal and all his men rush to the tents. Every Ottoman they encounter is disposed of
with a sword stroke. Pavel Chinezu and his men arrive behind the bey’s tent. He stops to catch
his breath. It is a miracle that their presence has not yet been unveiled.

6. They wait. The bey comes out, escorted by a few guards, and shouts out unintelligible
orders. The Turks all run towards the chaos, trying to control the terrified animals. The count
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gives the signal and quickly charges with his men. The guards’ positions are overrun. The bey
grabs his yataghan and strikes in despair. Two Romanians fall, struck in the chest. The Turks are
coming back to defend their master. The bey, standing firmly in the hardened snow, swings his
yataghan skillfully. He looks like a windmill. No one can come near him. He seems unassailable.
Attackers collapse under terrible blows: cracked skulls, severed hands. Some are disemboweled,
with their guts hanging out. With a heavy halberd, which he can barely hold, Chinezu manages
to disarm the bey, knocking his yataghan out of his hand. Then his men leap on the bey. But the
Turk will not admit defeat. With his right arm he strikes hard, smashes teeth, breaks noses,
crushes eyes, mangles lips. The count approaches with a spear and drives it sharply through the
bey’s right shoulder, right under the clavicle. The bey stops fighting and Chinezu’s men leap on
him, grab him and gag him. They tie him up and begin to retreat. The way back is led by Slavo, a
Serb from Varset who wields a formidable mace. The foes fall down, their heads smashed. In the
back, even the count fights. He is swinging his halberd, mowing enemies down relentlessly. The
blaze is spreading among the tents. Furtively, Chinezu’s men set the camp on fire with tar-
soaked oakum balls before retreating. Then they get back to their horses and ride away. Tied up
with ropes, the bey is kept tightly on the rump of a mare. Soon, the small army is lost in the
distance, in the blowing snow, leaving behind the roaring fire devouring the camp.

7. In the morning Pavel Chinezu wakes up late. He emerges from under the bear skin he’d
been covered with, he stretches his limbs and proceeds to cover himself with a muskrat and otter
fur. He casts an annoyed gaze and demands food. The feast lasts for over an hour. The chicken
and lamb chops vanish rapidly, almost without being chewed. Everything is abundantly sprinkled
with wine. He then descends to the citadel square. People have gathered to see the show.
Chinezu orders the Turk to be brought forth. The massive iron gates of the jail creak loudly. The
bey is tied up and can barely walk. He is a big man, but livid and covered in blood. One ear is
hanging, half severed. He looks at the count defiantly. He spits. Chinezu’s eyes tighten into a
stiletto-like line. He changes his mind. He grabs the bey’s injured ear and, with a sudden move,
rips it off. He shows it to the crowd and the people begin to shriek loudly. “Bring the cart”. The
oxen slowly advance on the paved street of the citadel. The iron circles of the wheels stumble
into each and every stone. The Turk is put into a solid cage made out of oak beams.

8. On a terribly cold day they set off towards the river Timis. The journey takes over three
hours. A handful of people had kept a fire burning on the ice from the early hours of the
morning. The ice had melted, leaving behind a hole the size of a human body. The prisoner is
brought down and taken closer. The count makes a sign and the executioner cuts his nose and his
remaining ear off. The Turk’s eyes widen with terror as he bellows in pain. At the count’s
following sign three men wrap him up in a rudimentary wolfskin cloak. They lay him down next
to the hole in the ice. The crowd awaits. Pavel Chinezu approaches and pushes the body towards
the burbling water. Those gathered there unleash delighted, yet scary screeches. The count turns
around and waves his arm. Using a pole, the executioner pushes the Turk into the river. But he
tears the improvised wolfskin bag with his right hand, grabs the pole and breaks the end part.
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The executioner becomes angry and pokes the Turk with what is left of the pole. The Turk grabs
it again, pulls it out of the executioner’s hand and hits him over the head. The crowd becomes
restless. Chinezu takes his bow and shoots an arrow right through the holes that used to be the
bey’s ears. Only then can the executioner push him into the river.

9. Half hour later, the ice has covered the hole again. No trace of it is left. On the ice one can
still see a few burned wood stumps. That is all. The crowd is still there. They have lit fires by the
Timis river and begun roasting pigs, sheep and calves. Some barrels of wine have been uncorked
as well. It is cold, but the people gathered around the fire are chatty and insatiable. It is getting
dark. One can hear some muffled rumbling, like thunders in the distance. The ones closer to the
shore start look at the ice. They are perplexed, as the sounds come from the bey’s hole. They call
the count and gather closer. Somebody is knocking into the ice from bellow. People make the
sign of the cross, forgetting the roasting animals. The smell of burning flesh is getting stronger.
The knocks become few and far apart. Everyone is waiting. With a loud bang, the ice shatters.
Something resembling a large fish exits the hole. The right arm of the Turk is now laying at the
people’s feet, two meters away from the count. With a loud creak the arm jumps into a vertical
position, its tightened fist facing upwards.

10. Pavel Chinezu seems to have run out of patience. He takes the sword and swings it at the
mischievous arm. One strike is enough to split it in half. Dozens of toothed wheels and metallic
levers spread on the ice.
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