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1  Master Reinkel
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The room was dark and austere. No personal items, no books, no photographs of loved ones. Only a large desk, two chairs, closed shutters, and multiple 3-D readers, which projected several data sets at the same time all around the room.

“How bad is it?” said Master Reinkel. He got up and faced the man waiting in the doorway. Light from the corridor flooded the room. Dr. Nilse sighed and entered. He was small, a dwarf with a sweaty, bald forehead and an untidy appearance.

“Worse than we thought.” The doctor’s voice was tired. “His brain burned away. He may not recover enough for even simple tasks. I have repaired all the damage as best as I could, and now he is in a deep coma. We shouldn’t wake him until he is back on Pelor with his family.” Nilse deposited on the desk an object wrapped in a silk sheet and sat in one of the reclining chairs.

“Who are we referring him to?”

“I have checked on the databanks, and Melol, a former colleague of mine, was transferred back to Pelor a year ago as head medical officer for the Federation. If anything can be done, she will find it. At least, I have all confidence in her.”

“Good. I met her a long time ago, and she seemed very skilled. I have found transport through Master Heikert and the Pilot Corporation. A scout ship docked right now at the space station above us could bring him back to Pelor in less than a month. The Federation Envoy should confirm this order within the hour.” His tone left no doubt that the scout would carry the student back. Caring for the pilots was a pillar of governance on which the Federation relied heavily. The poor sod might remain an idiot for the rest of his life, but he would receive the best treatment found in all human worlds.

“We can keep him under for that long,” nodded the doctor. “Now, what do we tell his group?”

“To his class, nothing,” answered Reinkel. “Absolutely nothing. Each tutor will announce what happened in individual sessions with adequate explanations and exercises. I expect newbies from our latest planet, Earth, later today, and I don’t want uncontrollable rumors. Let’s give them some time to adapt before they learn what they’re facing.”

At a command from Dr. Nilse, 3-D images popped up in the room. Students still under a white blanket, others chained to a hospital bed, and the last one standing tall, empty eyes and drool dripping from his mouth.

“Two deaths, three injured, and now this one. I can’t stand it anymore. I want out.”

“You cannot, dear doctor. You are bound by your contract to serve the Federation. Like all of us. We need those pilots. Stop whining, and improve our techniques to protect them!”

“I know. I know,” the doctor whispered, exhausted. “But we aren’t making any real progress. They should have the choice, at least.”

“What choice? Earth had a choice one hundred years ago when they could stop the global warming and ecological collapse. That planet doesn’t have one anymore. If you want to whine, bother that ninny Polantor. Maybe that will help him get my job.” The scorn in the master’s voice stabbed the doctor, and he bowed his head in acknowledgment.

“But before you do that, test our newcomers and send me the results. By next week at the latest. And one last thing.” The doctor looked up at the change in the dean’s voice. “We will not accept another group from Earth during the next two years. I have been adamant with the Federation Envoy. This time, you can adjust your injections to their reaction profile. The next students will have a better chance of survival.”

Nilse nodded in thanks and rose to walk away. When the doctor closed the door, the room darkened again, and the master shut his readers, just keeping the last image alive. He unwrapped the student pilot’s bracelet and cried in silence, holding it in his hand.
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2  Brian
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The shuttle aero-braked as soon as it hit the atmosphere of Adheek, causing the lander to vibrate. Vibrations increased until Brian Evans was hard-pressed to keep the contents of his stomach in. The terrible whining increased, and within seconds, pierced his headset. An acrid odor of spilled oil filled the cabin. His nausea was barely manageable. 

“Just a few more minutes,” Brian repeated in his head, clenching his teeth and fidgeting with his pilot bracelet. He was a tall, wiry man in his mid-twenties, fair-skinned, with brown eyes and dark hair. For the thousandth time since he had left Earth, Brian wondered why he had abandoned that familiar ground for another world sixty light-years away. As if I had a choice.

Emily Cattlin and Wilfried Bauer, his fellow students on the flight, faced the same ordeal, their pale faces betraying their rising nausea. With her green eyes and red hair, Emily radiated so much energy that everyone, including Brian, felt drawn to her. But today, her face bordered on gray, and a straining tendon in her neck showed what she was going through just to keep her head up. Wilfried, blue-eyed and muscular, was more withdrawn and cautious, showing fewer emotions. But now, he closed his eyes tightly and gripped his seat, his knuckles white.

On the other side of the cabin sat the three station members, who commuted regularly between the planet and the station, non-plussed by the shaky approach. 

“It won’t be long now,” said Althal, the pilot, from her seat. Her calm voice in the headset covered the external noises for an instant, so it took a moment for Brian to understand the strange words. At last, the lander pierced the cloud cover, and the surface of Adheek appeared. As its speed decreased, the shuttle extended its metal wings on both sides. With that, the shaking decreased and allowed them some respite.

The windows remained dimmed and Brian couldn’t see the ground in detail. How would it look?

“Adheek midday sun is too bright. Wait a moment,” said Althal apologetically.

The lander turned in a large curve, and the windows became transparent. Brian gasped, taken aback by the redness below. The lander flew above a vast vermillion plain, bordered by high amber mountains on one side and tiny hills on the other. Two bright blue rivers flowed from the largest summits, crossing the vast landscape with red and green fields between them. He couldn’t pick out any details. A heat haze blurred the ground. 

After another turn, the massive city of Certan appeared, pierced by the two rivers, its squat buildings glowing in the sun with a dark red tinge. 

So, this is where we’ll learn to fly, thought Brian bleakly. If I’m ever allowed to.

“Incoming heat wave, brace yourself,” shouted Althal, and the lander lurched again with intense vibrations. Air pockets became frequent, and Brian felt the security harness close on him. The small craft seemed close to disintegrating. With a click, the ejection cartridges engaged under their seats. Brian watched Althal’s hand in morbid fascination, her fingers speeding up over the controls to guide the shuttle through the unseen turbulence. She was everywhere, changing 3-D switches, adjusting course. Her hands changed shape, became longer and thinner to cover all controls with more precision. Minutes passed until Althal called: “Four, three, two, one, and touchdown.”

The lander bumped on the runaway and the three crew members started muttering. Brian picked out only a few words from the low, accented voices. “... Isn’t improving... whatever they say officially... climate is still worsening...” There had been an environmental advisor from Adheek back on Earth, and he had often complained about how Earth had screwed its climate over the last centuries, where his own planet had managed not to. Maybe he had overstated Adheek’s superiority in this area. Brian glanced at Emily. She nodded without a word, sharing his conclusions. They had all prepared so intensely for this moment that they could read each other’s faces now.

Althal opened the exit hatch. Heat engulfed the vehicle, crushing everyone. She lowered the ladder, and it extended with an electric groan. After a few minutes, the three crew members took their luggage, said goodbyes – delivered in their strong accent – and went down to the runway and the compact building that housed the spaceport. Emily followed them, eager as always: after a year of preparation and a month of space travel, they were only a few kilometers away from the Federation Starpilot Academy. Her smile was infectious and Brian followed her.

The heavier gravity and the lower oxygen hit him. He felt his heart beating faster to compensate. The students from Earth had followed intensive physical training to live in these conditions. Adapted to her environment, Althal—a shapely brunette a head shorter than the students with a strong athletic build—had needed no such preparation. Even the skin of Althal and the station crew members had evolved in harmony with the conditions, with a green complexion that, Brian knew, came from a recessive trait related to Adheek soil. Brian felt the midday sun burning him. Last on board, Wilfried stretched, controlling his breathing for half a minute before he moved to join them.

Althal smiled at the bottom of the ladder, not a drop of sweat on her neat white uniform. “Good landing, I’d say. Sorry for the heat waves. It happens in summer. Welcome to my home!” She turned to show them the looming mountains and the tree line at the other end of the runway in a grand gesture. “I believe that only your ambassador and his staff have preceded you here from your planet. On behalf of the Pilot Corporation, I am glad to welcome you.” Then she added with a bright smile, “These are the official words from Kilet Namek, the guild master! He would be cross with me if I did not welcome you properly. Come with me; let’s go to the surface car that will transfer you to the academy.” With that, she turned and hurried toward the spaceport.

The vast warehouse dwarfed the small building, with its single floor and its array of antennas on the roof. The edges of both buildings were slightly blurred by the heat, and they recognized in Old Federation the characters for “Adheek” painted on it. A few vehicles were neatly parked in rows on the side, including the huge cranes used to load cargo and set up the shuttles on top of the atmospheric launcher. No one else waited outside. There was no wind, no chatter of birds or animals, and no noise at all on the tarmac. 

“It’s a small spaceport. We cannot afford more with our climate. Ah. Nerm is over there.” She pointed to a dark and heavy ground transport, fifty meters away under the shade of a small shelter. Its driver was old and tired-looking, in a dark green uniform with “Nerm” written in Old Federation on his badge of office. As soon as he saw them, he got out and helped them cram their luggage in the back compartment. They were quick to get in the air-conditioned atmosphere and leave the heat.

“Mind if I ride with you?” Without waiting for an answer, Althal sat in the front with the driver and turned to ask, “Will there be other students from your world?”

“Three other students will follow in the next shuttle,” answered Emily.

“That will make eight of you on our planet, with your ambassador,” observed Nerm.

“Among two billion of us. Not a bad ratio,” laughed Althal. “Don’t be scared; most planets in the sector don’t have many more travelers on them.” She smiled at that. The car took off and flew a meter above the uneven ground. It moved in silence toward the city, using a hydrogen cell and an electrical engine to run the rotors.

“Captain?” asked Emily.

“Please, call me Althal. That’s too impressive for a simple pilot like me,” answered Althal. “If you prefer to use titles, use ‘pilot’ instead.”

“Althal, do you know where the ambassador is?” said Emily in a steady voice. Yet Brian, knowing her well, detected the slight trace of anxiety. He would have liked to see the ambassador on the tarmac.

“Yes. He sends his apologies. With the uncertain landing schedule, he left this morning for a Merchant meeting in Telem, a coastal city located two hundred kilometers southwest of here. He invites all of you for dinner in three days when he returns. He has sent all details to the academy.”

They left the spaceport behind, and Brian concentrated on the surroundings: a solar farm, exotic ruby trees and red-green crops, more brown concrete buildings. Brian started to notice similarities between them: a trapezoid shape, large concrete walls, small apertures on three sides and wide windows on the north side, large solar panels everywhere. Here and there, he saw abandoned decaying plants. Many larger cars traveled their way, crowded with passengers.

No birds flew in the empty sky. A few animals rested under huge iron trees. They fascinated Brian. They moved like large monkeys, using big forearms and large tails to walk straight, much like Earth’s gorillas. Their small heads showed the same green complexion as Adheekens. 

Nerm recited in a monotonous voice the places they could see as they flew over red clay and deserted avenues. “This is the worst hour of the day. Everybody is inside, resting or working on quiet tasks of reflection. They will move out later today... Now we reach the South Boulevard.” 

“Do you remember the name of the last avenue?” whispered Emily. Brian shook his head. He felt already lost in the strange city. 

“We are crossing the Ourim market, a major trading place in the city. It dates back far back in time, maybe even to the old civilization,” said Nerm pointing at a gigantic dome in the distance. The Ancients? The former civilization which built the spaceships? And the academy? They have more buildings on these planets?

“Actually, we don’t know how old it is. Something in the material itself blocks conventional dating. Maybe it comes from the Ancients. We haven’t understood all their technology yet,” Althal added after a sigh. “You can purchase everything found on our planet here. But you may pay a fortune. We limit transport to the strict minimum.”

They reached older parts of the city as they traveled. “You see the steel and glass replacing the concrete? And the wider, sunnier, hotter avenues?” asked Althal. They nodded in unison. The signs of reconversion were prominent, with cranes everywhere in a visible rebuilding effort. “We are reaching the Federation Quarter, the oldest part of the city.” 

In the middle of an immense plaza, the academy appeared in front of them. The three distinctive spires displayed on the academy’s emblem loomed over a large, isolated two-story metal building. The third tower was ruined, a large crater marring its foundation. All three shot toward the sky far above the small surrounding houses. Enormous windows faced the sun, dating from a cooler age. Vines had covered the walls and left cracks and wrinkles so deeply set that the recent plaster could not erase them. Lasers mounted on the walls tracked the car while it crossed the plaza, stopping in front of the entrance.

On the front porch, a tall, old man in a green uniform waited for them. They recognized the serene figure, the square jawline, and the hard eyes, as Headmaster Reinkel am Pol, the dean.

“Welcome to all of you, and thank you, Nerm, for your service to the academy,” the teacher said. He turned to enter the main hall and beckoned them to follow him. “Don’t linger in the heat. Let’s get you settled.” He radiated a strong and imposing presence, yet his voice was cold and unemotional. Nerm left with the car and Althal. The three newcomers had no choice but to follow the headmaster into the antiquated building.
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3  The alien’s blog - 2134 AD
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From your favorite alien hunter, Mat, hidden and out of reach. 

Dear readers! You want the latest news on aliens? I have it all for you.

Ten days ago, while Typhoon Harper wrecked the Chinese coast for the third time this month, a spaceship appeared in Earth orbit and initiated contact. Within ten hours, the governments activated the Emergency Response Team from Geneva. Two days later, a delegation from the alien ship landed on our moon base to meet our officials from the team. 

There was a lot of coverage of initial contact until a new landslide in Guatemala caused the media to change focus. In the last eight days, we have seen nothing on TV but replays. The Moon is quarantined now for health security reasons. The threat of infection is a well-known old trick to prevent us from learning the truth even though, with our current climate situation, we cannot afford new uncontrolled epidemics. So, your faithful servant dug and dug and came back with the true news.

Let me be the first to break this:


-  the aliens have a human appearance (see attached unofficial stealth video taken at peril to life and limb by one of our supporters);

-  they invited Earth to join their Federation, which gathers around fifty solar systems and covers over one hundred billion inhabitants (see attached excerpt); and

-  they offered help with our environmental issues. 


We do not know yet the price for all the goodies, but there will be one. What do they want from us? We have no explanations yet. So, beware!

It is unacceptable that governments hide information that is so crucial to our survival from us.

This blog is the focus of our action plan. So please join us and share all your information! The truth should never be stopped.

Your servant, Mat

Likes 503,405 | Comments 10,245
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4  Brian
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The Federation Academy housed students on the first floor, in small but comfortable rooms. When he walked in for the first time, Brian felt five years younger, like starting university again. He no longer had to stress about earning a living, but the relief came at the cost of learning everything all over again.

They had a cafeteria with a dedicated cook all to themselves and a large common area with games and music. The facilities could accommodate a class two or three times larger and felt empty.

For the first two days, Emily had dragged Brian and Wilfried to explore the vast building. She couldn’t wait to get started. Ever since their initial training on Earth, she had been the first one to jump into anything new. Brian took a lot longer to accept novel experiences, but once started, would usually go deeper, while Emily would switch to the next challenge. 

The building was enough to hold their attention, with two floors above the ground and ten below, with corridors and connections everywhere.

“How does it work?” wondered Wilfried aloud.

“The towers capture warm air and send it down to the cooler lower floors. The heat down there allows us to work in the underground. Then, that air flows upward to cool the upper levels,” answered Brian, drawing technical schemas from the shared knowledge databases.

“Brian, you’re the engineer here. This design seems well known on Earth. Nothing extraordinary here.” said Emily.

“You are both right and wrong. It relies on classic patterns. But the way the shafts are built is very impressive. And the air flows without fans or moving parts.” Brian caressed the wall in awe.

“How then?” 

“It’s an Ancient building. Maybe that’s part of the knowledge the Federation has promised.” 

On the third day, Leopold Auguste Sengare, Natalya Podorovski, and Li Bao Jiang, the three other students from Earth, joined them with the afternoon shuttle. They were the last students to reach the Academy; all others had arrived before.

Leopold was tall, dark-skinned, and always cheerful. He had been an excellent friend to Brian and had carried a lot of their group through the tough physical training they had on Earth. Having grown up in the South African Protectorate, Leopold was used to the temperature on Adheek and hadn’t broken a sweat when he found his friends. Li Bao was a shy girl with dark hair and eyes, a medium build, and a powerful intelligence. Natalya, nicknamed Tasha, was twenty-two, a petite blonde slightly younger than the others but highly skilled in engineering and mathematics. Underlying her doll-like beauty was a strong, purposeful woman. 

“So, Tasha, how was your trip down?” She had grown over the last year to become like Brian’s little sister, and he welcomed her with a hug.

“I hated it. Why didn’t you warn us? You only sent, Enjoy the ride.” Brian was about to respond when Emily slapped him on the head.

“You sent it! You dared do it! I swear you will pay for it.” Emily couldn’t stop laughing, the words bubbling up through her giggle. Li Bao and Leopold looked at each other.

“Excellent news. The adults have finally arrived. Looks like I was right to be afraid of leaving you here with only Wilfried to watch over you.” Leopold’s voice was deep and resonant.

“Shouldn’t we go?” interjected Li Bao with her high-pitched voice. “I believe our ambassador waits for us.”

They ran out of the academy to the address the ambassador had given them. The scarlet buildings around them projected trapezoid shadows under the evening light. Their destination was a small café on a nearby street, and they weren’t even sweating when they arrived, despite the evening heat.

Ambassador Don Mariano Della Vega waited for them at the entrance, a small stair leading to a basement. He was an elegant, well-mannered, middle-aged man. He had been the best from the Emergency Response Team in Geneva. Along with his team, he had discovered the Federation during the Lunar meetings and had led the contact under the low lunar gravity. His appointment to Adheek had been the conclusion of a successful career. Now, he faces a challenge even more daunting.

The café was a cozy, classy place. They seated themselves around a large round table in an oddly decorated alcove. It was quiet, and the Earth students felt at ease in this comfortable setting. There was a buffet with assorted dishes and drinks set out for them to “learn more about their new environment.” Discreet 3-D holograms covered the walls and ceiling, changing minute by minute. Plants replaced animals, which replaced intricate arabesques, and so on.

A few minutes after their arrival, the aide for the ambassador, Mathias Huckendorf, joined them. The tall and slender techno-geek looked at them with an intense glare. They had only met him a few times before he had left with the ambassador.

“So, what’s the situation?” asked Don Mariano.

“We have forty students for this first year. Stragglers will stop after the first three months if they don’t show enough progress and don’t adapt.” Emily’s voice was tiny and not as assured as it usually was. Brian looked at her and smiled. He was certain she would reach the next phase of their training. She was so eager to learn each new topic and absorbed all knowledge thrown at her without difficulty. She seemed the only one unconvinced.

Don Mariano nodded and continued, “I have had the same information. What about the rest of you?”

“It’s a challenge,” explained Brian. “Based on the introductions we have had, I am not sure I can reach the next phase.” The others were in a similar situation, and they all looked down, not picking on Brian’s admission of weakness. 

The ambassador sighed. “This will not do.” His voice lashed out at them, shaking them out of their misery. “You are all very competitive, but this competition is not between you. We have chosen all of you because you have different strengths. You will win together, or you will lose together.” He projected absolute certainty.

“This is more complex than that, sir,” said Wilfried. “Before we reached Adheek, we competed with others, but we all knew the rules of the game. Now we face both students from many worlds and the academy itself.” The contact between planetary groups was limited, and in the large empty building, the spare and hushed conversations echoed loudly. 

“So, everyone is isolated here,” completed Leopold in a whisper.

“Then working together will strengthen you. The delegations from the different planets will create bonds faster than you will. The Federation connects everyone through trade and information, but not a lot more. No religion, culture, or shared vision. Reach out to other students if you can. Change the rules of the game if you can and you’ll win.” 

“And if we can’t?” said Emily in her smallest voice. 

“Everything you learn is a bonus for our planet. Even in failure, we can build the knowledge we need for the next class.” Earth had a limited time to correct its climate degradation. To receive support from the Federation, it needed starpilots, and no one knew if they had time for another group of students to try to become  starpilots. Quiet fell over them. 

In the silence that followed, Mathias poured each of them a dark brown liquid. “It’s called Zopol. You should try it. I also recommend the noodles in the buffet, called Lomal.” His suggestions broke the spell, and they moved to test the local dishes. 

“What is your program? What do you need to learn?” he continued when they reseated themselves.

“Every day of the week except on Fiveday and Tenday, we will alternate physical training with theoretical courses on physics, engineering, and flight.” The weeks followed the Federation standard calendar and were ten days long, with forty weeks in a year. “We will also face regular exams. We will manipulate the 3-D readers and the data crunchers daily, and we need to get faster at that. All this will be combined with star navigation, the toughest course in the first year,” answered Tasha with a smile.

“When is your first exam?” said Mathias.

“We’ll have our first series twenty-five weeks from now.” They had all spent days learning how the academy worked, based on the few documentaries they could find on the data banks.

“So, the three-month evaluation we have heard about is not linked to exams,” concluded the ambassador. They nodded in unison. “This means you have to succeed in each course.”

“You know, we have been granted access to the CoreDataSphere, the CDS,” added Mathias. The Sphere was also nicknamed the DataDump, the shared knowledge published by every planet and the Federation itself, updated with every ship passing through. “It’s complex to manipulate, but I’ve trained every day on it for the last quarter. I can find anything you need in it if you give me enough time and a precise question.”

Li Bao took the point. “I will liaise with you on that. We will need it.” She pondered for a while and then added, “This is one of the most advanced pieces of technology from the Federation and you mastered it in two months?”

“You’re wrong. The CDS is more advanced than our technology, but not by much. It’s a huge catalog, so the issue was finding my way into it more than anything else. There are other technologies from the Federation way beyond this one.”

“For example?” enquired Li Bao.

“Do you remember when the Federation showed us the decontamination of Kiev, in Reborn Russia?” Everyone nodded. The bomb had knocked out the town during the war between Russia and Ukraine. The Federation had shown its capacity to help Earth when it had cleaned most of the former town of its radiation. “What they used then is out of reach for us today. We could build a CDS, given a few decades. We cannot build such anti-radiation technology.”

Don Mariano hushed them. “There are discrepancies in the Federation technologies. Let’s not dig into it yet. We need to focus on the first months of your training.”

“But before we finish talking about the DataDump, I can also send data back to Earth via the diplomatic data load,” Mathias added. “You can send video or audio messages. Even traditional written messages if you wish. Send them to me, and I’ll take care of passing them along.” Mathias sat with a smug smile.

“What about the teachers? Who are they?” probed the ambassador.

Wilfried continued the evaluation. “It’s a mix of dedicated teachers at the academy and external trainers like Althal, the pilot who flew us down. She’ll teach some courses when she’s on-planet.”

Emily interjected. “Some teachers seem stuffy. Set in their absolute ways, determined by the Core Federation Academy.” She took on a haughty air and a strange accent. “In that, Althal should bring some fresh air.” 

“Yes, but she has another role, one I don’t understand.” Wilfried continued before reviewing the information they had gathered about each teacher. 

“Well,” the ambassador said, “we have the first baseline of information. The stakes are high, but we are learning every day as we go. So, let’s be efficient. First, we should gather as much information as we can. Second, Mathias will support us with information research. You ask first and think later. Last, Emily, I need you to take the lead and organize daily revisions with the entire group. Stick together, learn together, and you will succeed.”

They answered in unison, “Yes, sir.” For a renowned diplomat, the ambassador had missed his calling as a drill sergeant. “Now, let’s eat and share our impressions of the food. Not a word more about work until you are back.” 

They began a giant blind test of every foodstuff laid before them. 

“Everything has a metallic tinge,” complained Leopold after a while. 

“I like them though. The noodles are soft, the crust around the fish is well done, but the meatballs on the side are weird,” answered Li Bao.

“That might be because they are based on proteins from vegetables,” said Don Mariano, beaming at the surprised faces around the table. “The metallic taste comes from a plant called pallo, and you will eat a lot of it. They cannot sustain large meat production with the constant heat. Pallo is better suited for their climate. Enough for the main courses. Let’s have dessert. Let me introduce you to Myirt, the local delicacy.” 

He rose and brought back a large pie, with a very thin crust and small yellow fruit caramelized inside. This time, the metallic tinge wasn’t there, replaced by a nice acidity. In a few minutes, the pie disappeared. Everyone enjoyed a second serving and a last drink. The evening became a step out of Earth and into Adheek. It was a good time together, and they went back to the academy singing merrily through the streets.
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5  The aliens blog – 2134 AD
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From your favorite alien hunter, Mat, always at your side.

Dear readers! You want the latest news on our visitors? I have it all.

Two months have now gone by since the first contact.

First, we have no scientific evidence that it is related to the tsunamis and landslides that redoubled this year. Different issues should not be linked, even if this year has been the worst in a century. I’ve attached the video report for the Joint University Weather Effort to this blog. It shows we would have lost those two Pacific islands to the global ice melting even if the ships had not come. Might I remind you we evacuated them five years ago? 

Second, we received news on the alien front. One of our groups has infiltrated the Epidemic Rescue Center (ERC) of the European Confederation. The ERC, like many other entities around the world, has been tasked with the analysis of the DNA from our visitors.

They were able to extract and send on a partial report. Our visitors show less than 2 percent deviation from us.

Focus on DNA deviation: You can follow this link to an excellent video explanation. But in short, no convergent evolution can be that close. What is convergent evolution theory? Under the same environment and conditions, similar beings could emerge from the Darwin model: developed hands to manipulate tools, vertical orientation. Similar, yes! However, no statistical model leads to less than 2 percent deviation.

What does it mean? They are, as they were telling us, our genetic cousins. But how can we have cousins in space? No one knows.

As I write this blog, our governments launched an exploration program to find relics in the solar system. Space agencies have received emergency funding to activate their mothballed programs.

What can we infer from this? Our governments seem to believe that far back in the past, men left Earth to colonize other planets and that those who remained lost all technology. We found nothing on Earth in the last centuries of exploration, but some relics might still be hidden in the asteroid belt.

Does it seem farfetched to you? It certainly is. Basically, this is unbelievable. And our cousins come right at the worst time when our climate is reaching its most unstable behavior.

Do you find it too good to be true? We do. So, ask the truth of your governments and join Mat’s Pressure Lobby.

If you have information, please comment! The truth should not be stopped.

Your servant, Mat

Likes 5,508,000 | Comments 130,459
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As soon as they reached the academy, their bracelets exploded with assignments. During the evening, the teachers had launched the courses. They hurried to their rooms to find their readers updated with new readings, videos, and exercises. 

The next morning, the six human cadets gathered in the main hall at 8:00 local time. Nerm waited for them in the center, calling each one by name until they were assembled. Then, he motioned for them to follow him. He passed round double doors, a common feature of the building, and went down one floor to a massive amphitheater that could hold a hundred students. They filed in, chatting excitedly, to be greeted by the stern figure of Dean Reinkel. 

“Dear students, please sit down.”

It took a few minutes for them to find their places. Brian was next to Emily and a tall student, older than he was. Yet he didn’t pay too much attention, as the Dean activated 3-D representations all over the room. They showed a detailed schematic of a quantum matrix used to analyze hyperspace vectors. 

“Didn’t we study this on Earth?” he murmured to Emily. 

“Brian! Pay attention.” Her voice was stern. “They have activated our bracelets. Prepare your recorders and your 3-D answers.” Brian had discovered, during his training, that the Federation used similar dimensional technology in its daily life. It had been a surprise to see so few differences with a nation which crossed space so easily.

Ashamed by the reminder, he hurried to set up his holographic tools to capture both the representation Reinkel had launched and the teacher himself. He also readied an open work area using both mental commands and quick moves of his hands, opening 3-D sessions, turning and orienting them to his needs. From the corner of his eye, he saw others all around the amphitheater do the same. Some relied on murmured commands, while others had produced small keyboards for their orders. Many gazes were unfocused, suggesting mental instructions. 

Suddenly, he realized he had missed Dean’s first words. “...All of you know these concepts. That is why we start here. You prepared on your homeworlds before coming so none of these concepts should be new. Yet, they are a needed foundation for all, so we will review them in detail in the next months to ensure we all speak the same technical language with a minimum proficiency. Now...” He turned and started a general revision on the fundamentals of physics that left Brian out of breath. The courses that followed on this day and the next had an intense rhythm. Every two hours, they would break for a brief time and change topic, without leaving the amphitheater. All struggled to keep up with the huge number of different topics that piled up on them. 

At the end of the first week, on Tenday, red-eyed from lack of sleep, they met in Emily’s room.

“So, how are you all finding it?” she asked, taking control of the situation. She had tied back her hair and looked like a kindergarten teacher. Just what we need. Another lesson.

Tasha smiled and, winking at Li Bao, bowed to Emily. “We’re faring badly, little mother. I’m doing well in Logistics and Trade, but I’m lost in Physics since the first day. And for all other matters, there’s simply too much work.” 

Li Bao nodded with her. “Biology isn’t that bad. But the rest is difficult.” This admission was hard for her. Soon, Wilfried, Brian, and Leopold completed the picture with similar situations. 

“Good news, we confirmed what we suspected. Between us, we can cover all the different courses.” They looked at each other and nodded in acceptance. “If we support each other, we have a chance of making this work, even if it’s small.”

“Won’t we hold you down? You’ve already distinguished yourself.” Brian had found it hard to ask because without her he would fail. But he had to know. “We have to get one of us through the academy.” 

Emily took a deep breath, letting the tension drag for a minute before answering. Then she laughed, a clear and mirthful sound. 

“Thank you, Brian. But, you’re wrong. I cannot succeed on my own. I might manage this test, perhaps the next few. But if I’m alone, I will miss those areas where you’re stronger than me. No, this is all of us together or nothing.” She seemed relieved.

Every night until late, Brian and the others gathered under Emily’s supervision to meet their deadlines. In these first blurry weeks, she became the center of their life. Li Bao shared daily messages with Mathias, requesting specific searches, and the techno-geek carried out deep data dives into the Sphere, piling up even more information for them to learn.

Day by day, they improved and found their own strengths. Brian discovered a knack for finding his way in star navigation—an abstract course during which they built paths in a multidimensional environment—and, on the flip side, an intense aversion for flight mechanics.

The second and third years were off-planet completing apprenticeships or locked in the simulators in the tower. They had formed small groups and kept mostly to themselves. Likewise, teachers lived their lives outside the academy. 

Little by little, they created new habits with other first-year students, took a corner of the large common rooms for themselves, and began to mix different music. Silence left the halls and voices replaced the hushed conversations of the early days. They also tried out various games they had brought with them. It became their own private blend of the universe.

At the end of the second month, Master Reinkel called all students into the main classroom. The other permanent teachers from the academy joined him on a small dais, alongside a woman they didn’t know, wearing a blue uniform with the Federation logo over her heart.

“Dear students, you have been with us for two months now. Some of you have found your place here. Others have not and are wasting your time.”

They all held their breath.

“Not everyone is fit to become a pilot. But we need you all in the Federation. We will orient some tonight toward other courses, notably engineering and environmental management. No ship can fly without skilled crew-members, so you will still have many chances of going into space.”

Angry mutters erupted here and there. What does this mean? I was a qualified engineer on Earth. Would it be easier?

“I will now announce the departures already decided. All who leave us will follow Mistress Zaranha, from Ullem, to Federation headquarters, where you will spend the next several days in the Orientation Program. Nerm and the staff will arrange for the transfer of your belongings.”

The delegate stepped forward to take the lead. “I know that this is not what any of you expected. You’re the best your worlds could send and they need your support. But the Federation needs you at the best of your capacities. Not to waste you. And if one path isn’t right for you, we will find another. You may be surprised by where it leads you.” Her melodious voice bewitched them. “The bracelet of those who leave will turn yellow. Please follow me.”

She turned and walked toward the exit. One student got up, and then another, and in a few minutes, ten had left the room.

“For the next few weeks, we will inform you one at a time if you move on or if we send you to the Federation Orientation Program. I wish you all the best of luck in finding your own way,” Master Reinkel concluded. “Tonight and tomorrow, you’re off. You should celebrate. Both for those who remain and also for those who leave. Your bracelets have now been activated for payments and your accounts credited with a small stipend.”

They went out, all thirty together led by the Adheekens. Dendrom Touril came from the city and they all knew her. “Come, I know the right place.” They walked for fifteen minutes in silence and reached a large dome covering a warren of streets. “This dome was built at the beginning of the warm age before the Federation contacted us. Not very successful during the day, but nice by night.” She led them to a bar in a basement. There was music, dissonant to their ears. Adheekens were dancing in the back. Holograms appeared everywhere in their midst, and at first, Brian could not separate the real dancers from the fake. 

“Hello, cousin,” Dendrom hailed the barman when she entered. 

“Oh, what brings you to this shady part of town?” he asked with a smile.

“This is a night for celebration. Orientation.” The bartender mouthed a silent Oh and bowed to them. “Zalam for everyone. Paid for by the Federation.” 

He filled small porcelain cups with a thick brown liquid. “Milady, my humble bar will be happy to serve you the best Zalam on this planet.  The first round is on me, cousin. Congratulations to all of you.”

Dendrom turned to them and toasted, “To all who try.” They toasted together, then they drained them in one gulp. Brian coughed several times. The alcohol was strong, mixing fire and spice. 

Tasha smiled at him. “You cannot drink any mild alcohol? We are going to train you better!” She was one of the few not coughing. 

With this, the black spell from the evening was broken. Brian found himself talking to the tall guy who sat next to him in the amphitheater. He came from Illik and was the oldest of all the students, close to thirty with dark copper skin and deep unforgiving eyes.

“Brian Evans from Earth.” The introduction felt odd with the massive amount of data accessible via their bracelet, but in the rush of courses, they had barely taken time to introduce themselves.

The other guy laughed. “The last planet to join the Federation? I had guessed as much. I am Shanak ken Illmar from Illik.” 

“Where is it? How is your planet? Why are you here?” 

“Do you have always so many questions? In my culture, it is not proper to ask before a bond of obligation is created between people.” His voice was a deep baritone, and Brian had to concentrate to distinguish the words in the low rumble of music. 

“And if I bought you the next drink? Would that be acceptable?” 

“It might be a start.” Shanak laughed again with his resonant laugh. “I will answer then your questions, and you will have a debt toward me, Earthman. Illik is fifty light years away on the side of the spiral arm. It has a larger and denser core than Adheek, and our gravity is slightly heavier than here. Wars led to radiation leaks one hundred years ago, and we are desperate for Federation support. The full planet is engaged to keep the mutations from crashing our ecosystem. Last, but not least, I am here to honor my father and my clan, the Illmar. I may not be a skilled warrior, but Star Pilot is an honored title among the clans. And you?” 

“Our climate is degrading because of global warming. It’s now increasing and we're in deep trouble. We also need Federation support to contain it. I wanted to become an engineer, but now I will be a starpilot instead.” 

“An engineer? You should get along with the Nelomans. You see Troum over there? Pale girl with blue hair? They brought with them an intuition in that field none can equal. I heard it said that they match the Federation in some areas.” 

“Isn’t Master Reinkel also from Nelom?”

“Yes, he is. They sometimes take themselves too seriously. And he is probably the worst of them. But Troum seems nice enough.” 

Tasha joined them and toasted with both. She pointed to Emily, who was talking with a good-looking Adheeken boy. “And what about the Adheekens? Do you know them? By the way, I am Natalya, but you can call me Tasha. And I want also to become a pilot to honor my clan, the Podorovskis.” On Earth, she had never spoken of her family, a strong power in her country. But here, those barriers didn’t hold anymore. They knew so much about each other... and so little. 

Shanak bowed deeply. “Your nickname on our first encounter? You are brash people, but I like your smile. I am honored to meet you. It is nice that you understand the clans. Your friend doesn’t seem to.”

“Don’t tease my big stupid brother, Shanak ken Illmar. I am the only one allowed to do that. It’s a very serious offense if you trespass.” The little blond girl was joking, or so Brian thought, but Shanak took the threat with a stern face, bowing in apology.

“I will not tease him again, Tasha. About your question regarding the Adheekens, they are a weird bunch. Their society is organized by guilds, but their definition of that word shifts depending on trade.” 

“And what about the Pilot Corporation?”

“It is one of the most powerful guilds. Small, but the only one that can trade among the stars. It creates a terrible competition to belong to it. Like all our worlds, Adheek needs Federation technology to cope with their warm age and global warming, both happening at the same time.” He sighed. “Still, they have a notion of honor. We can work with them.”

“That’s strange. Why are there so many planets in ecological collapse in the Federation?” Brian had known that many planets shared the same fate as Earth, but in the quadrant, it seemed to him they all did. Technological development can lead to many problems. But all? Why would all planets fail?

“You ask a good question. We don’t like to talk about it. Before I left, I spoke with my father about this, and he expressed his concern. I fear we will need to go to the Core Federation World for an answer.”

“That won’t happen for three years at least.”

“If we get that far,” completed Tasha. “You’re having serious conversations tonight.” They smiled at her. “Any other advice?”

“I will only caution you toward one planet.” His tone grew quiet, like a murmur.

“Which one?” Brian’s curiosity overpowered him, and the words were out of his mouth before he could react.

“Another debt, my friend. Another debt. The Pelorans.” Shanak pondered for a while. “Skilled in psychological sciences. They read you like an open book, and you can’t tell what they’re thinking. Worse, they will honor their word or not for reasons beyond our understanding. A strange people. They can be of great help or drop you in an instant.”

Tasha looked at him. “But they were the first to talk to everyone. They seemed so nice. Why are they here?”

“Yes, there’s duplicity in their dealings: befriend you to gain future goodwill. Be wary of them. They change quicker than light.” Shanak let the silence linger for a moment. “As for why they’re here, they need Federation help like all of us. Ice age on their side. Their planet is too cold to bear unsupported life.” 

They continued with lighter talk, drinking and comparing their planets, and it ended only when the sun rose over the city again. Everyone was happily drunk when they arrived back at the academy. Yet Brian didn’t sleep well. Why is every planet so dependent on the Federation? Is no planet free of its support? 

After that first night, the class went out together every Fourday and sometimes on Nineday evenings for brief excursions, a meal outside, and fresh air. Every few days, a student would leave, sometimes alerting their friends, sometimes just disappearing without a word. The tension increased for the remaining students, Brian among them, who still waited to be confirmed. 
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The class on quantum mechanics was a disaster. Leaving it, Brian was sure it would even get him expelled despite his improvements on other topics. The discipline made no sense to him, no matter how much effort he put into it. He was close to tears as he hurried along the narrow corridor to his weekly meeting with his tutor. Master Heikert disliked students who arrived late. Brian reached the entrance to the teacher’s section and crossed the round double door leading to it in a single step. Some lights were broken and in need of repair. In the old building, there was always something to fix wherever they went, and Nerm couldn’t keep up with all the maintenance work. How did the Ancients keep everything in pristine conditions? 

A glance at Brian’s bracelet showed he still was on time, yet he finished the last fifty meters in the creepy corridor at a run. He seated himself on the leather bench and prepared for his interview, slowing his breath and forcing a smile. It felt so strange to start his studies again and to face all that uncertainty after receiving his engineering diploma. But what other choices had he had? He would soon have to ask Master Heikert about his other options and prepare for the Orientation. All his friends from Earth had been promoted already; he was among the last remaining.

“Well, you may not understand the finesse of quantum theory, but you can arrive on time. I guess that’s something!” Brian shuddered and did not answer. Master Heikert had opened the door in silence, and now he appeared, solemn, in the doorway. He looked fifty, a squat man in neat black silk trousers and shirt, and his yellow eyes always found something wrong no matter what. “Come in and let’s check how you are faring this week.”

Brian felt sweat building on the palm of his hand as he followed the expert into his study. The room was spacious, with a large window overlooking the city. In the early sunset, when the dischargers gave back the energy accumulated during the day, the streets were ablaze, and its 3-D projectors created fantasy landscapes on the austere walls. People in multicolored raiment walked everywhere on the streets, and the vision was stupendous. 

Inside, a huge desk filled the center of the office with an elaborate 3-D navigation chair on one side and a large bookshelf on the other. The old books felt obsolete and at odds with the standard usage of multi-dimensional projections. The teacher worked both with tools unused for a century and with the most complex 3-D tool Brian had ever seen. Printed pictures decorated every wall, each of different planets, depicting local inhabitants or other pilots. It was rumored Master Heikert had visited the whole Federation before settling on Adheek. There were also several medals and trophies distributed on different shelves, fueling the countless rumors on the multiple lives Heikert had supposedly lived, but even Mathias hadn’t been able to find any hard facts in the DataDump.

Brian hurried to a seat since his teacher had swiftly regained his own and activated the 3-D projector between them. He now detailed aloud each result of the week.

“Not so bad as I feared,” he commented after a while. “Apart from quantum mechanics and applied mathematics, you have mastered what we require, and your progress in the written Old Standard and on the reader is beyond our expectations at this stage.” He paused for a second. “Well, the council has approved your promotion to the next phase of your training. Congratulations, boy. You have now finished your induction period.” Heikert let the news sink in before continuing.

Brian could not keep the surprise from showing and whispered, “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me, boy. Not until you know more. You will start two weeks from now. The reason we let you through is your knack for finding your way in astrogation charts. You will have extra courses on applied mathematics and quantum physics on top of your other work.” The bracelet blinked with the list Brian received. “You should focus on them in the coming days. We will review your progress every week, and I expect you to complete them within a month. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Brian now shivered under the precise dictation.

“In two weeks, after lunch, you will join all other first years in the third tower for simulation. This is a very important step for you, and with all the difficulties you already face, I want you to concentrate on the command interface with the simulator for the next few weeks. Until you can control it, you are not worth a penny to anyone. During that period, you will report any blocks you face immediately. Your bracelet is unlocked for collaborative work with both your fellow students and us.”

Until now, they had been isolated in their studies and only able to communicate face to face, which had been a shock for Brian. He had been network-connected with his friends since his childhood.

“Sir? Why are they locked like this?”

The teacher smiled. “This feels weird for many. But at the beginning of the Federation, some planets had no such facilities, and their students were at a great disadvantage.”

“So, the first three months let them get used to working with the bracelet?”

“Indeed. One last thing, we will increase your weekly stipend from now on. An apprentice like you receives one hundred Federation credits, and you now have the first transfer on your account. It should fill the holes you dug going out in your first months.” Brian hadn’t known his teacher was aware of their outings. “Off with you! And if your colleague Li Bao is outside, please send her in.”

Brian fled the room before the master could change his mind and send him into Orientation. With no one waiting on the bench






































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
HUMAN

STARPILUT

THE FATE OF THE WORLD RESTS IN THEIR HANDS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





