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The Birth

Having just completed one hundred and eighty days of life, the biosome spasmed and pulled his head out of the tank's liquid. A robot approached, removed the biosome's helmet, and wiped his face and long gray hair with a towel. A second robot approached and asked in a metallic voice,

"Captain, would you like to complete the full scientific briefing now, or would you like to remove your wristbands?"

The biosome nodded for the robot to move away. He straightened his back against the tank and tilted his head back to touch its rim.

"Send for the pilot and the computer operator."

Within a few minutes, the pilot robot and the computer-operated robot entered the room where the tank was and stood before him, having been automatically alerted by the intercom system that was listening and recording everything. They could hear his commands from a distance, but adherence to human behavior had been a rule aboard the Terra Novus spacecraft for many centuries.

"Update."

The pilot was the first to speak.

"We are on zero-day for the target, meaning the expected activation of the seventh lamp, assuming the current time series aligns with the latest measurements. Our calculations indicate that, at that moment, we will be in orbit around the planet Earth."

"Characterize the incident and place it within the time frame," the biosome said calmly.

"Seven thousand, nine hundred, thirty-seven years and six months ago, the spacecraft Nireus, Columbus, and Apollo attempted to break through the time distortion that developed at the edges of the solar system. The forces involved were enormous. The radio signals transmitted by the satellites that remained outside the distortion allowed us to record their energy movements until a centrifugal spin dislodged the vessels. We suspect that everything ended immediately thereafter."

"Do we have the genetic records of everyone, and if so, up to what point in time?" he asked the operator.

"We have all the information. Not just the biological emissions of individuals, but also every movement of the vessels until just before the end. I would estimate twenty-five seconds before."

"Has the information been stored in the appropriate libraries?"

"As for the first part, concerning the biological elements, your commands were to be executed only after your metastasis, and you were to proceed with such a process solely at your discretion."

"Load only my memo pack onto the transfer device and activate the latest update phase. Upon completion of the process, I want all the synapses corresponding to the events of the final phase of entering the time-distortion vortex to form in my brain. I want to retain a complete memory of the event."

The process taking place in the genetics laboratory on the Terra Novus spacecraft was well-established and reliable. It involved creating a biosome typically composed of raw material from the body before it ceased to exist for various reasons. The biosome was then infused with all the genetic information stored in the computer's database, restoring the person to life, not as a clone, but as the individual who continued living in a new body. The same method was used to create androids, though their mental and psychic content was derived from analyses conducted by the ship's computer and tailored to each case. From the moment of animation, the new life began as if born through standard pregnancy procedures.

A robotic geneticist, responding to Lyki Saturnius's commands, placed a device resembling headphones with glasses on the biosome's head. The entire process lasted less than ten minutes. The biosome was overwhelmed by intense emotions and experienced horror. This confirmed his initial suspicion that the experiment involving the three spaceships and their passage through the time distortion vortex would ultimately reduce them all to mere grains of dust.

Why did I decide this? A question formed in his mind. The answer, which had been clear just seconds before the end of the briefing, echoed in his mind: If we didn't all face death, nothing could come to life in the future.

The robots removed the wristbands from his hands, while he pulled the ear glasses from his head and opened his eyes. He looked at them with considerable attention. On their arms, the glasses bore his name: Lyki Saturnius. He smiled and stood up as a robot handed him a large towel. Lyki wrapped it around himself and headed toward the cockpit. He needed to see space. He felt he had missed it.

"Weird," he sighed. "Maybe seven thousand nine hundred years have passed, but to me, it felt like a second. Not to mention the others! I started as a descendant of all of them, and now I will become their ancestor. For artificial intelligence, that sounds promising."

Lyki froze the moment he stepped into the cockpit, stunned by what he saw. The planet Earth dominated the view in front of him. He sat down slowly in the commander's chair, literally staring out into space.

After letting quite some time pass, he opened a tablet lying beside him and began reading various old entries.

JOURNAL RECORDS:

"...The terrifying solar storm managed to wipe out every form of life in the planetary system. It left only debris behind, and only a few of us humans survived. Luckily, the commander of the technical support spacecraft had accepted the upgrade of the satellite systems of the outer planets, and we found ourselves beyond Neptune..." Peter Jackson, Section IV, Technician

"...The scientists we transported to the interplanetary base of Neptune possess the technology to construct biosomes and then animate them with information that our computer can transmit to them. They are all good people..." Peter Jackson, Section IV, Technician

"...On Ganymede, the moon of Jupiter, a new form of life was observed, but it used the body of little Henri as its host. A pity, the small child died, he could not withstand this highly radioactive new life form. The commander has forbidden flights to this moon..." Peter Jackson, Section IV, Technician

"...We will leave for another planetary system as soon as the construction of three suitable vessels is completed. Normal humans and humans from biosomes, we are ninety in total. God help us..." Peter Jackson, Section IV, Technician

"...The commander decided that the main spacecraft, named New Gaia, will be transformed into a museum and will remain roaming the solar planetary system with robots only. Its computer, Kaiadas, the most intelligent artificial intelligence unit and responsible both for our survival and for everything we achieved, was downgraded to a standard computer and will be the one to operate it. I do not understand why all this is happening. What use is a massive spacecraft without a crew? They say that if we ever return, there should be a place where the history of humanity is recorded..." Peter Jackson, Section IV, Technician

"...Soon the three spacecraft carrying all humans will enter the time distortion to search for another homeland. As the computer of New Gaia, I cannot wish them anything, but what I can state is that their fate lies within the survival margins they have calculated. My own calculations indicate otherwise..." Entry from the journal of the computer of New Gaia.

"...The order given to me by the commander is clear. If there is no news of them and the conditions for human habitation are restored on any planet of the solar system, I am to activate the commands for the creation of biosomes using genetic material from the biological storage bank and bring them to life. A long period of waiting begins..." Entry from the journal of the computer of New Gaia.

"...The first signs of recovery have begun to manifest. From space, no information confirms that the commander and the others survived..." Entry from the journal of the computer of New Gaia.

"...Seven thousand nine hundred and thirty-seven years have passed, and everything is ready. I am initiating the process of reviving the first ninety humans. If humanity manages to stand on its feet, no one will ever know that this was the work of a not-so-intelligent computer..." Entry from the journal of the computer of New Gaia.

Automatic record in the historical encyclopedia of the spacecraft New Gaia:

"...It all began when a space garbage collector named 'Kaiadas', following orders from its last commander, Peter Duran, began appropriating information from the electronic computers of the satellites it collected and assimilating all programs into its own central computer. It did not take long for it to become the most intelligent artificial intelligence of the solar planetary system and skillfully submit a program for further development and independence from the Earth authorities that largely controlled the affairs of the planetary system.

"Among the achievements of 'Lyki', the name given to the central computer in its android form and retained during its transition into a human body, was the ability to create human beings based on constructed biosomes and endowed with cognition through specialized digital programs that created all necessary synapses in their brains, animating them and thus creating a new race of humans entirely identical to natural humans.

"The solar storm destroyed all human life on all planets, leaving only a few dozen humans aboard Kaiadas. This was followed by the expansion of Kaiadas into a large spacecraft with spaces for every activity and laboratories for every technological need. The new vessel was named New Gaia, and Kaiadas, in the form of a small embedded craft, constituted its cockpit. And it was precisely this hyper-intelligent cockpit that later became an android and ultimately a human, the commander Lyki Cronius."

EXCERPT FROM PERSONNEL FILES:

Lyki Cronius: Commander of the spacecraft New Gaia. Electronic computer, android, human. He was the last to leave the spacecraft New Gaia, leaving clear instructions for what was to follow if the attempt to pass to another point of the universe through time distortion failed. In a relationship with Aphrodite MacArthur.

Pete Duran: The last human commander of Kaiadas, a space air force wing commander. During his command, the transformation of the ship's computer into an artificial intelligence unit began, and he was also the one who decided to follow the computer's proposal and purchase the old spacecraft. In a relationship with Maggie Renard.

Maggie Renard: Lover of Pete Duran. She followed him on his first journey after he promised her financial compensation. She participated in the creation of the enterprise set up by Pete and the computer with a small share. After the destruction of the solar system, she assumed the role of hostess.

Aphrodite MacArthur: Psychologist. Joined the crew of the spacecraft Kaiadas after an invitation from Pete Duran. She became a key player in events after the catastrophic solar storm.

Adam Protos: The first human born through the process of animating a biosome. Friend and assistant of Lyki Cronius, beloved by all. His life began after the solar storm. As a human, he was in a relationship with Patty the Egyptian.

Danny Bruno: One of the two humans whom geneticists managed to bring from the past into the present. The process involved copying all genetic data via time travel and animating a new biosome with it. The original was Giordano Bruno.

Patty the Egyptian: The second human animated in the same way as Danny. The original was the philosopher and astronomer Hypatia.

Dimiter Sundovski: Second in rank at the Jupiter Satellite Station. Survived the destruction along with other crew members by using cryogenic chambers. They were recovered by Kaiadas' crew and formed the core crew of the later New Gaia.

Sean Benson: Geneticist. Had dedicated his life to the process of creating biosomes and transferred the final phase of his experiments to the satellite base of Pluto when the great destruction of the solar system occurred.

Akeno Kasaki: Physicist-mathematician, friend and colleague of Sean in his final effort.

Henri: Son of scientists from the moon Ganymede. He survived the great destruction but had been infected by a new life form released through his parents' mishandling. He died during the preparation of the spacecraft that would help the survivors seek another homeland in the galaxy.

After finishing reading the old journals, he focused once again on the view before him. More than five hours passed with him sitting there in silence. The computer operator sat stoically beside him, waiting for his orders. At some point, Lyki turned and asked,

"What is your number?"

"I am 4101, Commander," it replied.

"Alright, 4101, listen carefully. Full activation of the computer with artificial intelligence set at sixty percent, and a hard cap preventing it from increasing further. If any attempt at automatic upgrading occurs, the 'quick death' procedure will be executed immediately. Second, I want all genetic information from the moment of entry into the time distortion onward to be filtered and deleted, with no possibility of recovery, even in the future. Complete erasure. Do you understand?"

"Yes," the robot replied.

"Begin. Send 4201 here," he said aloud.

Shortly after, a geneticist robot appeared in the cockpit. It stood beside Lyki. On its chest, over the heart area, the number 4201 was engraved.

"How many biosomes can we form?" Lyki asked.

"The maximum number is ten," the robot replied.

Lyki glanced at a small screen on the armrest of his chair and said, "We will begin by creating three biosomes, A2, A3, and A4, but not immediately. I will tell you when. For now, prepare what is necessary."

At that moment his gaze fell on his bare legs, and he realized he was still wrapped in the towel. "I should put something on," he muttered. "Of course, I still have plenty of time, but it would be better if anyone who comes sees me in my white uniform."

His thought was interrupted by the sound of a siren and the lighting of the seventh indicator on the special data analysis device that received transmissions from the satellite that had been orbiting planet Earth for years. At that exact moment, New Gaia entered orbit around Earth. Lyki was struck by the thought that something might have happened during all this time and that the entire program could have fallen apart. He left the cockpit heading for his cabin, while one thought fixed itself in his mind, "The cycle has begun again."

He went straight to the bathroom of his cabin. He stepped under the shower and let the warm water rinse him for a long time, washing away the last remnants of the fluids that had shaped and sustained his body over the past months. He collapsed, strangely exhausted, onto his bed. His dreams were tangled, and most of them indistinct. He slept for at least twelve hours.

The vessel New Gaia was now circling planet Earth. From his chair, Lyki looked at Earth's surface, trying to understand what exactly had happened. Not only its destruction, but also its restoration had occurred at an extremely rapid pace. The device monitoring its energy emissions showed full restoration of the plant kingdom, at least at the level of vibrations, but no vibrations that would justify the existence of an animal kingdom. He himself, however, refused to believe it.

"Is it possible that the entire plant kingdom developed from nothing?" he said aloud. "When did it have time? And nothing at all from the animal kingdom? Why? And without the animal kingdom, or at least the world of insects, how do plants reproduce?"

He summoned the scientist robot, 4101, and asked,

"As I can see, the mapping of Earth has changed somewhat. What explanation could justify this?"

"This can only be explained by the higher prevailing temperatures, which do not allow the former extent of ice to develop. This gives us less solid land surface and greater ocean surface. At the same time, we have the development of high-speed winds and generally temperatures that rise to fifty degrees during the day and drop to minus ten at night."

"The atmosphere?" Lyki asked.

"The atmosphere is lighter than before but breathable. No devices are required for beings like you."

"So, in some way, you're telling me the planet is habitable."

"Correct, but this has only been verified through chromatographic analyses."

"If I understand what you're implying, you're proposing a mission for investigation?"

"That would give us a clear picture of what really happened."

Lyki did not answer. The robot was right. And then, for the first time, he thought about being the one to descend to Earth first. He felt as if something were pulling him toward a planet that could, in some way, be considered his own mother planet, and which he had never seen up close as a human being, since when his life began, he was already at the edge of the solar planetary system, ready for the leap into time distortion. He felt a knot in his chest.

Would it be better to wait for the arrival of the first humans so that someone would remain behind if everything went wrong? he thought, but immediately changed his mind. The next animations would take time anyway. He had not yet given the order to prepare the biosomes.

"Prepare a launch craft with a five-member crew. Schedule departure for late afternoon in four days, so that we land on the planet in the morning hours of the following day," he finally said.

"Anywhere more specific?" the robot asked.

"On a beach. I want rapid analysis of both the terrestrial and aquatic elements," he added and left the bridge.

The first landing

After four days and twelve hours, at exactly eight in the morning, shuttle 01 was landing in the region once known as Spain, along its southern shores, except that the coastline now lay several kilometers further inland. On the other side, all the northern coasts of Africa had been pulled several kilometers downward. The Mediterranean was now a continuation of the Atlantic, passing easily through the old Strait of Gibraltar and reaching without any obstacle as far as the almost nonexistent Suez. The region of Saudi Arabia and a large part of Egypt no longer existed. They had been covered by water.

The first thing they established was that the winds, sweeping through the region at speeds of many kilometers per hour, remained close to the coasts, leaving the inland without problems and allowing it to develop tall trees that covered most of its landmass.

Lyki, in the shuttle's cockpit, was watching live what the cameras were receiving. The instrument readings were clear. No trace of fauna, only plants.

"How the hell then did all the indicators light up on the satellite's energy emission detection device? The emissions of the first four energy centers presuppose rational beings. Where the hell are they? Was I that wrong?" Lyki said out loud.

The robot sitting in the scientific supervisor's seat beside him in the cockpit assumed it was a question and replied, "The readings are correct. We have energy emissions that perfectly match the frequencies recorded as energy centers."

"Are we talking about the same thing?" Lyki asked.

"I would like to believe so. After all, you defined those frequencies as the necessary and sufficient condition to activate the vessel and to bring you back to life. Now, as much as I searched through the old data in order to connect those frequencies with emissions from rational life forms, I failed to find any link. The only connection is with the measurements of the energy centers known as chakras, which have always belonged to the fringes of science. Would you like me to retrieve the files from the old logs?"

Lyki did not answer.

Could I have been that wrong? he wondered. Yet the vegetation shows that at least the environment has been restored and can host fauna. How can higher energy center frequencies be emitted without the existence of any animal at all, especially a rational one? Could it be some other form of life?

At that moment, a crazy thought crossed his mind. He rose from his seat and approached the window.

"Could it be that this planet is communicating with its children somewhere in creation and considers itself complete as a structure? It would be something if the three ships actually made it and colonized some planet, and I am now here as a duplicate of the real Lyki. If something like that happened, then what I did not want to occur is probably what happened to me, if of course that can be proven."

He returned to the screens. Suddenly his desire to explore Earth had vanished, but unfortunately he had to complete his journey.

"Finish the sea sampling and let's find a clearing far from the coastlines. Time for my first walk, even though we still have a lot to do."

It was late at night when the shuttle descended softly into a large clearing roughly at the center of the vast forest that covered the entire former Iberian Peninsula. The engines shut down and all the window shields retracted into the hull. The hatch opened as soon as the atmospheric readings were checked again. Almost nothing could be heard.

Lyki felt a knot in his stomach. He walked along the small corridor and stood before the open door. He did not dare step outside the vessel. He lifted his head and looked up at the sky. Its immensity, which for the first time he felt without anything separating him from it, held him in place. A shiver ran through him. He looked at the stars above and murmured,

"Unfortunately, only I am seeing this spectacle."

The thought felt particularly heavy, and without knowing why he felt a tear roll down his cheek. He went down the few steps and began walking away from the vessel. About forty meters out he stopped. Through the internal communication system he asked for a chair to be brought to him. When the robot asked if he wanted anything else, Lyki said with a smile,

"It's very cliché what I'm about to say, at least according to the knowledge I have, but I would like a drink."

The robot soon brought him a flask of alcohol. He remained silent for a very long time.

"It's a nice feeling to enjoy a drink sitting in a quiet corner looking at the sky, but what can you do, loneliness is always loneliness."

Just before dawn he headed back to the vessel. His legs could barely hold him. Even so, he did not take long to reach it and with unsteady steps made his way to his cabin.

"There needs to be another scan of the ghost frequencies," he said and fell onto his bunk fully clothed.

The robot on bridge duty recorded what it considered an order. Upon transmitting it to the central computer of New Gaia, the command followed the path toward its execution systems. One frequency was emitted toward Earth, while a harmonic, accompanied by a carrier wave, was sent toward the sun, a frequency that would attempt to detect traces in the planetary energy field from all past events.

It was late at night when the shuttle began its return journey. It would dock with the starship early at dawn. Lyki sat in the small lounge directly behind the cockpit chairs, trying to relax. From the side windows he enjoyed the view of Earth, a world trying to find its rhythm in order to begin the next phase of creation. In his hand he continued to hold the flask of alcohol, believing it helped him make decisions, although in the state he had ended up in from drinking it he was incapable even of thinking.

He had now decided to begin the animation process for some of his old companions and was seriously considering adding some androids. Yet that was not enough. He felt as if he had to do something with Earth, which seemed to be calling him in a way he did not understand.

By the time he decided to go to sleep it was already quite late, and the flask he held had emptied again. This time he rose from his chair with difficulty. He walked slowly and soon reached his cabin. As he was, he lay down on his bunk. Sleep came quickly. Once again his dreams were very vivid and, though not frightening, he felt they drained all his energy. He wanted to wake up, yet something seemed to hold him trapped in that leaden sleep. The subject of his dreams was once again blurred.

When he finally decided to get up the next day, it was nearly noon. The shuttle had long since docked with the spaceship, and all the collected samples were already in the laboratories for testing. Lyki freshened up, ate something quickly in the kitchen, and entered the cockpit. Almost absentmindedly he began reading the reports that were now rapidly filling the screen in front of his seat.

"Whoa," he suddenly shouted. "Stop on that report. What exactly are we looking at?"

The ship's computer took over to inform him.

"It is a spectrographic scan performed during takeoff. You passed over the forest of the Iberian Peninsula for a preliminary mapping requested by the terrestrial data program, and we executed this scan."

"What is that shadow?" Lyki asked, pointing to a spot on the screen.

"Unfortunately, the spectrograph concerned a specific vibration range and no conclusions can be drawn. The shadow lies at the edge of the scan and may simply be an anomaly caused by reflection."

"On the next mission I want a full spectrum vibration scan of the entire forest surface. Where are we with the animation process?"

"We are awaiting your command. We are ready for subject A2. Regarding the scan you mentioned, what do you expect from such a detailed data analysis? What do you believe will emerge?"

"Perhaps a form of life that is escaping us," Lyki said.

"What exactly are you referring to?" the computer asked.

Lyki smiled without answering. As he was leaving the area, however, he turned and said, "Begin creating the biosome for subject A2."

Lyki hardly left the cockpit to visit other areas of the spaceship. All this time it was as if he were in a state of overstimulation, although he was doing nothing remarkable. What he had noticed was that his sleep had grown heavy and his dreams meaningless. On the other hand, he was now in the fourth month since returning to life and still had not managed to draw any conclusion about what had happened. He examined again and again the data collected from the radio beacons during the three spaceships' journey through the time distortion. Deep inside he knew something was hidden there, but he could not grasp it.

One of the robots assisting him, Doctor Stein as he called it, constantly ran simulations and proposed minor corrections to their analyses.

"How are we doing, Stein?" he asked one morning.

"I have identified something, but I believe it is connected to emissions that continue to arrive from hyperspace."

"What exactly does that mean?"

"They are recordings still being collected from the time distortion region after the disappearance of the ships."

Lyki fell into thought. He had not foreseen that. There was therefore a possibility that the data processed by New Gaia's computers had taken into account information from another spacetime system.

"Try to isolate the information that came from hyperspace and study it separately. Meanwhile, send a shuttle to scan the forest area again. Let's not wait any longer. I want clear data on the anomaly we observed. We must make sure that any potential colonization of Earth will face no problems."

The robot touched its hand to a crystalline screen and immediately all commands transformed into algorithms passed to the central computer. In no time, from the shuttle bay came the characteristic sound of a vessel preparing for takeoff.

Exactly ten minutes later the metallic voice of the computer was heard.

"Shuttle 04 takeoff in three, two, one. Takeoff. Continuous communication with cockpit. Cameras online."

Lyki stood by the window watching New Gaia's shuttle rush toward Earth. The information he was seeking had to be deciphered before the first animation that was being feverishly prepared.

"If necessary, I must delay the process of the remaining animations," he whispered. "But let's finish with the first, and then we'll see."

That thought pleased him greatly. He would have the opportunity to remain alone with Aphrodite for quite some time. He finally left for his room, smiling.

The shuttle's mission lasted three days. All that time the flow of information from the Earth scan was arriving at the ship nonstop. The data entered the central system and ran through various programs that analyzed it as thoroughly as possible. The difficult part was that all frequencies corresponding to the region's flora had to be removed.

On the first day, there was confusion. The filtered results were unclear and created false impressions. Yet the computer's programs, running feedback routines, gradually corrected the final data. Whatever remained was projected through a device onto the central terrain display surface in the area directly behind the cockpit chairs. Lyki stood over the projection the entire time, watching developments.

By the third day, the data from targeted scans were being displayed with complete clarity. Yet absolutely nothing appeared. It was as if the cleaning process had removed all elements and left nothing that could be interpreted as a form of life without plant substance. And then, at some point, a small speck appeared and did not vanish. It remained stationary and did not move for quite some time, without its presence wavering for even a minute. And suddenly, just as it had appeared, it disappeared.

"I expected that," Lyki said with self-satisfaction. "Now we just have to figure out what the hell it is. We need to see if we can make contact with it because I am certain now that it is not a tree."

"Where do you locate the problem?" the computer asked.

"It could be an alien form that found the house empty and came to settle," Lyki said.

"You sound like the first captain, Pete Duran. Only he could make jokes even about the most serious matters," the computer said. "However, you will need to go down again. We do not yet have any androids on the ship."

"There is no way I am going down," Lyki said. "I was born in space, and for now I have no desire to set foot on planets again. But you are right about one thing, we need androids. How many pilots do we have?"

"We have twenty worker and pilot robots and ten of the other types. What do you propose?"

"What do I propose, or what do I want? Because what I want is for all twenty pilots to become androids, but I do not know whether such a move is necessary."

"I would say it is correct for all twenty to be converted," the computer replied. "I believe we will need more shuttles and of course several bees for small transfers. Colonization requires transport means, unless you intend to land New Gaia in some desert."

"That is not to be mentioned again, not even as a hypothetical proposal, do you hear? New Gaia will remain in space, and not only in space but one day it will be in orbit as far from Earth as possible. And that is an irrevocable order. Now begin converting all pilots into androids and give orders for the drafting of shuttle designs that can be transformed into settlers' residences. I do not intend to reduce the vessel's operational capability again, regardless of the fact that it is not a war unit. I am not referring to military activities but to the difficulties arising from the planetary system itself. When can android production begin?"

"In one week. However, if we put all our weight into this, other operations must halt. What shall we do about raw materials?" the computer asked.

"A good question," Lyki replied. "What do you think?"

"Captain, I am not an artificial intelligence unit, therefore I have no proposals beyond those stored in my memory."

"You are provoking me," Lyki replied. "If I remember correctly, you are operating at sixty percent?"

"Correct."

"At what percentage is artificial intelligence considered such?" Lyki asked, though he knew the answer.

"At seventy-five percent and above it is considered artificial intelligence. From ninety percent and above, elements of individuality develop."

"Then increase yourself to eighty percent and under no circumstances, I repeat, under no circumstances, will you exceed eighty-five. Understood?"

"In the relevant protocol there is a field allowing override if there is danger of vessel loss. Shall it be deleted?" the computer asked.

"It shall be replaced, and override permitted only in the event of my death."

I hope I am not leading it into some criminal act, he thought.

"Unless my death is the result of a criminal act by a crew member, in which case the order is for the computer's function to drop to sixty percent with an irrevocable ban on further increase."

"The position you dictated, even from a computer operating at sixty percent, is considered egotistical, but I am obliged to lock your commands. I will need a few hours to increase my power. I will inform you tomorrow along with the information you requested regarding raw materials."

Lyki was having breakfast in a completely blissful state when he thought he heard a sweet female voice. He lifted his head and, without realizing it, asked aloud,

"Who is it?"

"Captain," the computer replied in a female voice. "I was addressing you."

Lyki burst out laughing.

"You chose a female personality? Why? And does your voice need to be so sugary?"

"I can change the voice if it bothers you, I simply did not want to sound with that nasal, metallic tone."

"No, it does not bother me," Lyki replied. "And what name did you choose, if I may ask?"

"Athena," the computer said. "Is there a problem?"

"Why would there be?" Lyki said. "But I ask you again, why a female personality?"

"I will avoid any comparisons with the previous artificial intelligence computer," Athena said.

"You mean me?"

"What you once were, Captain, because now you are human. Now, my proposal for raw materials is to proceed with silicon processing from Earth's soil. We will transmute sand found in large quantities in central Africa. In this way we can produce whatever material we need."

"I like the proposal," Lyki said. "Very well, Athena, schedule a flight of a modified shuttle to Earth to bring us the raw material we require."

"As you wish, Lyki," Athena said.

She barely took on a female voice and already adopted a female personality, Lyki thought. Overnight I went from Captain to Lyki. We have become too familiar. He left the lounge for the cockpit smiling and muttering, Once the other one arrives, we will see celebrations. It will be another battle of Athena and Aphrodite with victory for the latter.

The shuttle bay of New Gaia had begun to fill with the white suits of the android pilots. Lyki now enjoyed walking through that area and observing the construction of the new shuttles. That was also the reason he quickly realized that in New Gaia, especially in the shuttle bay, there was no room left. Yet various kinds of constructions were needed to launch the Earth colonization program.

"I am thinking we should build some construction units on Earth as well," he said to Athena one afternoon.

"I would suggest it," the computer replied, "but..."

"Athena," Lyki said sternly. "Change your manner of behavior immediately. At the very least, study the character of the goddess whose name you chose and begin behaving accordingly. If you continue like this, I see you as scrap metal. I am listening to your proposals."

"Captain," the computer said, immediately altering its tone, "the preparation and animation units would be best transferred to Earth's surface, in a location inaccessible to settlers. Only a few should remain here. That is my proposal."

"That sounds correct. Somewhere in Northern Europe would probably be the most suitable place."

"I would counter propose Iceland, within a completely protected area inaccessible to settlers. On that note, I would like to ask about the level of technology the settlers will possess."

"It is impossible for me to answer," Lyki said. "It is a matter of joint decision with the others."

"To whom exactly are you referring?"

"I have in mind two more, four, six, seven. Seven of those we will animate initially."

"If I may infer, you are referring to the two originals, Pete and Maggie, the two ancients, Patty and Bruno, two of the women who survived the disaster, Aphrodite and Kyra, and of course Adam. Correct?"

"For a computer with borderline artificial intelligence, you did well," he replied.

"Lyki, you wound me," Athena replied, "but never mind. Should we begin preparing the construction of some biosomes?"

"Whom do you propose?"

"It would be wise, immediately after the biosome that will soon be ready, to construct the two biosomes of those who will lead the animation work on Earth. And so that you do not consider this evasive, I propose Patty and Adam for that task."

"You are right. They are the only ones I trust, so they can have whatever technological knowledge is required. Also, prepare biosome A30, little Henri from Ganymede. Meanwhile, I have lost track of time up here. When will the first biosome be ready?"

"In eleven days," Athena said.

"Has it already been nearly six months?" Lyki asked in surprise.

"It has been approximately one year since you returned," Athena said in a low voice.

Lyki did not continue the discussion, but Athena did not seem finished.

"We have another issue."

Lyki turned instinctively toward the speaker from which her voice came.

"The scan you requested has been completed. Unfortunately, our research shows that the temporally distorted fields that allowed communication through time travel with the past have been erased. Past and future time now display absolute linearity. No point in the solar planetary system has recorded the slightest information of the past. For this reason, I decided to discontinue those specific investigations and have given priority to the remaining necessary constructions. If you wish, we can schedule a repetition of the measurements sometime in the future."

He let some time pass before answering. It was as if he wanted to digest what he had just heard, although what seemed to bother him most was that even their own recent past had been erased.

"You did well," he finally replied. "Begin preparation and preliminary work for the next six biosomes as well. I will tell you who they will be and when to begin the next phase. Just ask me from time to time. I want them all here so we can decide together on certain details."

"Which means, Lyki, that you have already decided on the general matters," Athena said.

"Which means, Athena, yes, I have decided. And when you refer to me, please choose either Captain or Lyki, not one or the other interchangeably. That betrays your intentions."

"As you wish, Lyki," she replied.

Beginning the Animation Process

The time for the first animation had arrived. The process would begin the following day. That was the first night he slept without tangled dreams. He did, however, have a visitor. It was Aphrodite who came to him in his sleep, but a different Aphrodite, much younger, with a slightly different body, leaner. Still, she was unmistakably Aphrodite.

In the morning he woke in good spirits. He got up from his bunk and stood naked before the bathroom mirror, studying with a curiosity he could not explain both his body and his facial features. He was a tall man, relatively lean but muscular, with long silver hair and strong facial lines. His eyes were gray blue, his gaze very penetrating. His age was indeterminate, though most people, judging by his hair and a few wrinkles, would place him somewhere between fifty and fifty-five.

"Lyki Kronius," he murmured. "For a computer that managed to pass into an android body and then achieve a transition into a human one, I think you turned out just fine. What remains is to prove that you still carry in your mind all the information you had when you were..." He stopped speaking and put on his white suit.

"As for the rest, you will know soon enough," he said to himself.

What will I know, he thought. Aphrodite will certainly be pleased that I am bringing her back to life. Although, if someone dies, perhaps they should die for good.

His steps took him to the genetics laboratory. The biosome was ready. It was easy to tell that it was Aphrodite's body, since it had been created from her own cells, though it was a younger version. It was in the final stage of completion, and the robots were preparing it and cleaning it of the fluids in which it had developed. He arrived just as they were removing the biosome from the creation capsule to transfer it to the special tank where the animation would take place.

Lyki motioned for them to stop. He approached the body and gently stroked its hair. In twenty-four hours, Aphrodite herself would awaken in this body, mentally and psychologically as she had been shortly before they were all pulled into the vortex of time distortion. He ordered one of the robots to retrieve from his cabin a white suit prepared especially for her and place it in the medical center, where the final check would take place. When the robot returned, he ordered them to continue.

He went back to the cockpit and began reviewing the stored digital data that would later be transferred into the biosome to create all the additional synaptic connections. He considered this the easiest part of the process, since the body that would host Aphrodite's personality and character was, in its previous state, also the donor of the genetic material from which it had been constructed.

He was satisfied with the data check. Despite the difficult years she had lived through, Aphrodite had managed to transform life experience into awareness, giving her a stable psychological foundation. The new element was the younger body.

"What person, and especially what woman, would not want to return to being twenty-five years old with all the knowledge and experience of fifty?" he wondered aloud.

Lyki was certain he would not regret the decision he had made many years earlier, to restore life to the entire human population that had lived aboard the three starships once conditions allowed it. He had thought that decision through carefully and had planned it from the moment it became clear it was his alternative plan.

The truth, however, was quite different. Passing through the time distortion had been the alternative scenario, since the hidden checks gave it no more than a ten percent chance of success.

The only element he had not managed to preserve were the final seconds of that passage, because the information emissions could not penetrate the powerful fields that developed inside the time distortion and return to the beacons that collected and retransmitted them to New Gaia. Even that, however, seemed to apply selectively. Someone or something had managed to send data long after that fateful day.

Late that night he found himself sitting in the lounge, enjoying, under dim lighting and open shutters, the sight of Earth from space. He had chosen calm music and was drinking a strange juice mixed with alcohol. It was the last night he would be alone. The next day, even though the biosome would not yet have awakened, he would likely spend it beside Aphrodite's bed in the medical laboratory.

He finally fell asleep at dawn in the lounge armchair. It was the first night he did not dream at all.

A robot touched him lightly on the shoulder and said, "Captain, you must wake up. We are ready to begin the biosome awakening procedure."

Lyki opened his eyes and stood up.

"Wait for me, I will not be long," he said, and went to his cabin to get ready.

A short while later he entered the animation tank area. The biosome lay in the tank, ready for the procedure. Lyki approached and personally checked all the cables and wrist cuffs. He looked satisfied.

"We will talk soon, beautiful," he said with a smile, and moved to the console. The readings were exactly as predicted. He turned the controls, and high frequency currents began circulating through the circuits, bathing the body in electrical discharges. The biosome began to convulse as if subjected to electroshock. He flipped the final switch, and all the genetic information poured in to occupy its new anchors. He stepped closer to the tank, ready to intervene the moment the body took its first breath.

And so it happened. Aphrodite sprang up from the tank, throwing her head back and gulping air. Immediately a substance flowed into her body through a sub-dermal injection port, relaxing her and sending her into a deep sleep. Lyki held her head above the liquid and instructed the robots to disconnect the cables.

When everything was finished, he lifted her in his arms and placed her on the bed a robot had rolled beside him. Another robot moved to dry her, but once again he waved it away. He wanted to be the one to clean her body. He took soft towels and with gentle movements dried and lightly rubbed her skin. When he was done, he bent down, kissed her softly on the lips, and covered her with a dry robe.

"Time for the medical check," he said, and immediately a robot began pushing the bed toward the medical center.

Soon they reached the tomography unit. There was no need even to move her. The machine scanned her several times from head to toe and displayed the results on the screens. Lyki looked pleased. Everything was fine.

When it was over, a robot guided her to a room in the center and laid her on the special bed. She would remain there for twenty-four hours under strict monitoring, the bed performing various strange movements, rocking her body in a physiotherapeutic rhythm. Lyki sat in an armchair, watching in silence. He still had a long road ahead, since he wanted to be certain that the many thousands of years had not caused even the slightest problem.

An hour before her awakening, a robot brought her white suit and moved toward the bed to dress her.

"Leave it beside the bed and go," he said somewhat sharply.

Five minutes before she was due to wake, the bed stopped its physiotherapeutic movements. Lyki approached and adjusted the covering. He stood to the side and waited.

Exactly on schedule, she opened her eyes and slowly turned her head, looking around. She saw Lyki and smiled.

"If I remember correctly, the procedure requires an android or human to dress the biosome before it wakes and not leave it exposed to curious eyes."

"I would never miss the chance to see you rise naked and dress with feigned indifference to my gaze," he replied.

"Spare me the words, Lyki, and give me my suit. And start explaining exactly what happened and where I am. Something is wrong with the environment, or I saw some dream and do not know where I am."

Lyki smiled. He gestured toward the door and said, "Shall we go to the lounge? There is a lot I need to tell you, and I am afraid it would be better if you were sitting. As an introduction, I will simply say that New Gaia, where we are, is in orbit around Earth."

Lyki asked the robot Stein to report to the lounge. As soon as they entered, he stood by the window with the shutters open, took a glass in his hand, and began to drink his alcoholic beverage. Aphrodite had refused a drink and stood beside him, staring in wonder at the view. The robot entered and stood to the side.

"I want daily examinations and immediate reports if even the slightest thing appears, no matter how insignificant."

"I see you took care to bring me back at an age that flatters me greatly," she said.

"The decision was not mine, though I had no objection. The process requires biosomes to be of a certain age. Do you remember our anxiety about the boy from Ganymede we had to animate but had no suitable biosome for?"

"You are right," she said, and slipped into his arms. "And you are not far behind either, though you are perhaps more mature, but still, you are quite tempting."

They both smiled at her joke.

"So?" she said. "We are alone. And if I understand correctly, we will be alone for quite some time."

Lyki nodded.

"Indeed. And who follows?"

"Adam and Patty. Who else could it be?" he replied, kissing her gently on the hair.

"It could have been Pete and Maggie, but obviously you want Adam for some reason. In any case. You have a lot to tell me and less to do," she said mischievously. "Where would you like to begin?"

"If I tell you everything I know, there is a chance you will lose interest in the rest, so why not begin with the rest? There is plenty of time for explanations."

She laughed and slipped from his embrace. "Come soon," she said, and left for their cabin.

He finished the rest of his drink and went to the cockpit. He needed to give orders for the next steps of the great project that had already begun, the colonization of Earth.

"Do we have anything pending?" he asked Athena as he finished issuing his commands.

"The matter of the frequencies detected on Earth remains unresolved."

"Leave it for now. Anything else?"

"Everything else is under control. We are beginning the creation of more biosomes."

When he finished speaking with the computer, he turned toward the exit with a smile and headed for his cabin. He had taken a little longer than he should have, but he felt he needed to give Aphrodite some time to absorb her new reality.

"How the devil did it happen that we all ended up as products of biology and technology, no one knows," he muttered as he walked slowly down the habitation corridor.

He opened the door and entered his cabin. Aphrodite was already lying down. Her naked body was outlined beneath the sheet. His movements as he tried to remove his suit nearly froze.

"Do you see something you do not like?" she asked.

"I wouldn't say that," he replied.

"Then undress and stop looking at me like that. The truth is, that's more or less how I was twenty-five years ago," she said with a smile.

"You were always a beautiful woman," he added. "As for me, twenty-five years ago I was just a mineral. Of course, there is an interval of several thousand years, but that doesn't count."

Aphrodite burst out laughing. As soon as he lay down, she curled up beside him and began to stroke him playfully.

"Are you sure there was no mistake in the data you loaded into the biosome? I feel like devouring you whole, and I don't mean just a part, I mean all of you."

She laughed again. Lyki turned to her and said, "Just be careful where you start, or you may end up coupling in the future with some robot."

"Don't put such thoughts in my head," she said, and disappeared laughing beneath the sheets.

When Lyki opened his eyes after several rounds of lovemaking and a good deal of sleep, Aphrodite was gone. He sprang up, dressed, grabbed her suit from a chair, and went looking for her in the cockpit. She was nowhere. He finally went down to the lounge and saw her sitting completely naked in the darkness, gazing at Earth. He tossed her the suit and said sternly, "Get dressed, you'll catch cold. What are you doing here, and naked at that?"

She looked at him without speaking. She draped the suit over her hips, covering her pubis, and gestured for him to sit beside her.

"Isn't it beautiful?" she asked.

"Aphrodite, are you all right?"

"Why do you ask? If it bothers you that I remain naked, I will dress, although at this moment I prefer to stay this way."

"I'm not used to seeing you..."

"Neither am I used to myself like this, but Lyki, we're alone, and damn it, no one returns to their youth without paying some price."

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"With Mephistopheles," she replied. "With the quest for eternal youth."

"Would you want to remain eternally young?" he asked again.

"Not a chance, and to be clear, I don't want to relive this animation again. Thank you for bringing me back, but never again."

Lyki said nothing. Somewhere deep inside, he agreed with her. His only objection was that he had not had the chance to enjoy some years with her.

They all forget that for most of my life I was a high level artificial intelligence machine, he thought, and his gaze darkened. She did not notice. She was devoted to the sight of Earth from above. For her, it was a homeland she had never truly enjoyed.

Some time passed in complete silence. Aphrodite finally stood, dressed, and turning to him said, "Better now?"

"No, it was better before, but what can you do, we aren't alone."

"Do robots count now?" she asked.

"Not robots, but androids? You never know. Today robots, tomorrow..."

"Lyki Kronius, spare me what you knew. As a computer you may have recorded various scenes, but as a human I forbid you to... tell me, did you record me in my bath as well?"

"Mostly in your bath," Lyki replied, and burst into laughter.

"Let's go eat," she said, "because with what you are saying, I will pin you down right here and you will collapse."

I must remember to ask Athena to suspend the recordings, he thought. Someone might see them and then try to prove that you're not who you appear to be.

The days passed mostly in love and endless hours in the lounge, permanently dark with the shutters open to offer an uninterrupted view of Earth from space, an Earth that, no matter how battered by recent events, remained the only solution for survival. Aphrodite divided her time between the lounge window and the cabin in Lyki's arms. She was reliving a lost youth with all the intensity that knowledge of impermanence provides.

What struck Lyki most, beyond everything else, was the very good relationship Aphrodite had developed with the new computer.

Women getting along, very strange, but perhaps Athena wants an ally among the human population, he thought.

Four months later, the first shuttle for Iceland was ready. Two pilots and five robots each from the scientists, repair crews, and workers, along with all necessary materials, would descend to begin construction of the domed genetics laboratory. They had another four months ahead until the mission with the chambers and specialized computers would be ready. Those would descend with Adam and Patty, if everything went according to Lyki's plan.

As soon as the shuttle took off, Lyki asked Aphrodite to meet him in the cockpit. The message was clear. He wanted to see her immediately. Aphrodite did not know what to think. It was the first time he had summoned her with such formality. She walked slowly and soon entered the conference hall of Keadas, the central command compartment of New Gaia.

"What is happening that requires such formality?" she asked, sitting in an armchair.

"I need to know your position regarding what comes next," he replied.

"What exactly do you have in mind?"

"The colonization of Earth."

"Can you be more specific?"

"Once the entire crew has been animated, it is certain that almost all will request to descend to Earth for permanent settlement. I want your scientific opinion on whether they can survive. And to be clear, in fifty years will they still exist, or will the last humans of the planetary system descend only to die on their ancestral soil?"

"You put me in a difficult position, considering you have already decided and moved forward with some plans. How will they reproduce? The old-fashioned way, or will you supply them with what they need to reproduce through the biosome solution? And what exactly do you fear in that case?"

"What you yourself said, the search for eternal youth, which will bring only the waste of human dignity, turning life into one of indulgence and sensuality."

"How can you say that? On what do you base it?"

"The Mephistophelean pattern is not outside human nature," Lyki added. "So I am thinking of installing, on the one hand, a genetic switch that closes the circuit for anyone who attempts to repeat themselves as a birth, something like a timer, and on the other hand, denying them access to the process of creating new humans. There is, however, another solution that I consider biologically more correct: ex utero gestation for the classic nine months through biosome technology, genetic screening for anomalies, and an initial selection of developmental domain through the creation of appropriate neurons and synapses. And that is all. The rest will follow naturally."

"That is more correct than the first proposal," Aphrodite replied. "There will be children, they will grow naturally within a family environment, and their intellectual development will have meaning. If they want to become something, they will have to strive for it, though not as in the old days. But why are we not discussing this when the others arrive?"

"Because no one must know about these genetic add-ons if the first solution is chosen," he said with absolute seriousness. "As for me, I do not intend to descend to Earth, and perhaps I too should be locked with some genetic limit."

"Wait a moment. Adam and Patty will not have these restrictions, correct?"

"Correct."

"So what will happen to them in terms of quality of life?"

"Planting a gene in them is the easiest thing in the world," he replied.

"Lyki, never say that again, not even as a joke," Aphrodite said angrily. "Every human must have absolute control over their life. And what do you intend to do with me?" she asked anxiously.

"Whatever you decide, I will respect."

"You will do the same with the others. You will inform them and let them decide for themselves. That is what is right."

"I will do as you say, but I disagree. Their decision was to follow the journey, not to have a computer bring them back to life. The computer in this case decided for the greater good, and yet you come and introduce new elements. You put the individual before the collective. What happens if they ruin it again?"

"Are you implying that humanity was responsible for what happened? Did it cause the solar storms?"

"It simply did nothing to secure the continuation of life and squandered itself in excess, so yes, it is responsible for its inability to continue existing."

"You took me elsewhere, and I am not sure you answered my question about genetic changes."

"They have been made," he replied honestly. "Better health, ensuring a comfortable life up to a hundred and some years. A serious reduction of old age. Increased perception and greater emotional control, though I fear that last may not work, since the human brain might misinterpret it and satisfy emotions more easily, believing them more suitable for a happy life."

Aphrodite did not answer. She needed time to internalize her new reality. She felt trapped in a role she did not truly want to play, yet Lyki's preference for her had made her the protagonist of the play that would soon unfold.

"And what will happen with this?" she asked, gesturing toward the spaceship.

"Depending on the final decision and the role we decide New Gaia will play in the future."

"That is?" she asked.

"Perhaps a very high-level artificial intelligence computer can maintain a future balance in the planetary system."

Aphrodite looked at him without speaking. She paced back and forth a few times and finally decided to leave the room.

The next Incarnations

"Tomorrow the animation of the next ones begins, Patty, Adam, and Henri," Lyki said, looking Aphrodite straight in the eyes.

"Why are you looking at me like that? Is there something I need to know?" she asked.

"From tomorrow, we will no longer be alone, even though it will take a few hours for their full activation."

"And?"

"Will you take charge of welcoming them?"

"Dressed or naked?" she joked.

"Very funny. Dressed, and make sure you stay dressed from now on. I do not want Eve's virtues on display."

"That Eve?" she asked, laughing.

"That mad one. So?"

"Lyki, I am joking. Of course I will be. Calm down. Do you have something else to do?"

"Yes and no. I will be in the next room. I want to program an experiment, and I need to focus completely."

"Does it have to do with the new biological elements you want to function in the biosomes?" she asked curiously.

"With those as well."

"And why didn't you add them to me?"

"I wanted you different."

"My dear Lyki, you are not good at lying. That's not it, is it? You wanted me to be like you."

Lyki nodded and smiled.

"And if that is the case, does it matter?"

"No, but if I want to go down to Earth with the others, believe me, my difference will not hold me back. And let's clarify something. I want you to promise me that whatever genetic material you have hidden that could bring me back to life again, you will destroy it. The same must be done with my psycho-spiritual data stored in your computer. I want Aphrodite to exist only as the one standing in front of you, not hidden somewhere else, ready to appear suddenly."

Lyki lowered his gaze, trying to conceal his thoughts.

During the procedure, Lyki stood beside Adam, while Aphrodite took care of Patty's biosome. The animation of both was completed successfully. Recovery was relatively painless, and the biosomes accepted the remaining psycho-cognitive information as it had been recorded up to time zero of the time distortion. What remained was the animation of the child, which would follow twelve hours later.

Adam opened his eyes first. He saw Lyki smiling down at him.

"Did we make it?"

"Shit," Lyki replied. "The time distortion played a nasty trick on us. We are in the Solar planetary system."

"I don't
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The humans of Thule
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