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After twenty-two months of travel and many dramatic events, five terrestrial ships arrived on the planet Patris, orbiting the micro-star Jewel. They carried over two hundred and fifty families of genetically selected colonists, almost a thousand human beings asleep in hibernation capsules. The expedition's crew, made up of humans and technologically advanced androids, immediately started preparing the area so that the procedure of awakening the colonists could be started without risk. At the same time, the scientific department started to work on classifying the local species of fauna and flora and determining the degree of their usefulness for humans. There was only one thing that spoiled the settlers' joy of the successful journey: their contact with their home planet was suddenly interrupted and it was impossible to re-establish it.
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"We're starting to slowly settle down on the surface of Patris. The weather here is mild, the flora rich, and the water clean. We postponed the study of the fauna for later. So far, we have not found plants that contain ingredients harmful to humans, but we come at all of them very carefully and for the time being we are still feeding on supplies brought from Earth.

I must emphasize here that if it weren't for our androids, the Vikings wouldn't have reached their destination at all. We owe only to their technical advancement and independent intelligence that we are alive ..."

(Excerpt from the chronicle of Estrella Solis)

Etta woke up just before the rising of Jewel and lay for a long moment with her eyes closed. She had a beautiful dream. In that dream, she was on Earth, in her family house. She was ten years old again. She was lying in her child's bed with dust curtains with painted flowers and clouds. Huddled in hypoallergenic sheets, she heard the faint click of an air conditioner's parts and the chirping of a tiny bird she had gotten for her birthday from her wealthy aunt Paulina, who had a great weakness for the niece. The air smelled of household disinfectants and her mother's perfumes. She always used strong, distinct mixtures.

"Get up, you lazybones!" Mrs. Solis' voice urged the girl. "It's time to go to school. Who sleeps so long?"

Her father was having breakfast in the kitchen, Johnny and Nayeli were arguing about something, and from her parents' bedroom was coming the twins' whimpering. It was unimaginably beautiful ... But it was just a dream. In fact, Etta was on Patris, the original planet almost two years away from Earth. She was lying on a hard, uncomfortable bed, covered with a military blanket, and with a homemade pillow under her head. The first timid rays were peeking through the window of her quarters, and somewhere outside, small reptiles began to squawk, which were - according to biologists - the direct ancestors of birds. They didn't sing, but their guttural screams seemed like heavenly music to the visitors. The echo of the voices of earthly rooks and jackdaws sounded in them, and when you lay with your eyes closed, it seemed to you that you were in one of the exclusive holiday homes on the border with the reserve.

Etta moved slightly her head resting against Raul's bare chest. The android wasn't sleeping, he was just lying with his eyes closed, embracing her with his cold, muscular arm. He only fell into a dream-like state while his heart cell was charging, but then he made sure to be alone, as uranium mini-cores exposed during charging emitted ionizing radiation. At night he usually lay as he did now, hugging his Dominatrix and shutting his mind out of the world around him. He didn't have to do this - androids didn't have the sense of time proper to humans, so they didn't get bored, but turning off consciousness for a while helped to clean up the contents of the mnemons and preserve the continuity of memories.

Here on Patris, Raul was awake most of the night. Despite all the safeguards, he preferred to guard his Dominatrix when she fell asleep. They were on the alien planet, in unfamiliar conditions, and it was logical to assume that something unexpected might have happened to the settlers. Android felt obligated to keep Etta safe, and where she was safer, if not, huddled trustingly against him in their bed, which he himself had extended with an additional board? He was unfamiliar with woodwork, but the engineers had given him the necessary tips and somehow he had dealt with it. Now they could easily fit into this bed together.

"Why aren't you sleeping?" He asked, noticing that Etta was already awake. "It's only dawn."

"I know," said the girl and sat down, wrapping the blanket around herself. "You know what? Come on, let's watch the rising of Jewel. It is such a beautiful spectacle."

"If that's what you want."

Patris sunrises and sunsets were a spectacle comparable to the aurora borealis on Earth. The whole horizon then sparkled with a wide range of colors, as if from a beam of light split by a prism, and the sky seemed to undulate like a curtain in the wind. Many members of the Viking crew got up before dawn to be able to watch this spectacle, which somehow couldn't become common for them. Only Dr. O'Leary, which was typical of him, claimed that all the auroras of the world weren't worth a good night's sleep, and usually woke up after everyone else had breakfast.

So the dawn was breaking over the Welcome Mountain. The Welcome Mountain ... This is how was called this granite massif, at which now worked the machines led by the engineering team of the First Migration. The complex of several dozen houses situated in the foothills was called the Celina's Estate. This name was proposed jointly by Etta Solis and Ian Callum, a biologist.

"We must commemorate everything that has allowed humanity to be so far from home," they argued. "It is proper that we name the first human settlement on Patris after the wonderful woman who gave her life saving us all."

The others agreed, and the case was clinched. Together with a huge atomic clock and an equally large calendar, a plaque with the chosen name, made of fragments of the local variety of red sandstone, was placed in the middle of the estate (or "market", as it was called jokingly). It was to commemorate the doctor of the first migration forever.

As previously agreed, the containers that didn't meet the basic requirements were dismantled into parts. Their elements could be reused after cleaning and renovation, but for now they were placed in a makeshift warehouse. There were more important works. The engineering team, using technical androids (TAs), built a colonist town, carving a complex system of rooms and corridors in the granite mountain. Later, they were to be fitted with windows, doors and all necessary installations, but for now had to be prepared the skeleton of the building, and the Welcome Mountain was perfect for this. Careful examination of it with an echo sounder revealed that it was one massive block, a dream material for an engineer-sculptor. Similar work was undertaken on Earth, but on a much smaller scale. The team of engineer Woznansky started to work almost immediately upon arrival. Apart from them, no one was allowed to enter the construction site, not even the captain, for reasons of safety. Machines taken from Earth worked with very high power lasers and Tesla generators, creating an alternating magnetic field. In these conditions, it wasn't difficult to crash.

The others weren't idle either. There was enough work for everyone, as the infrastructure prepared by the robots sent from Earth was not as it should have been from the very beginning. It was necessary to clean a water pipe and repair the sewage system with the help of four TAs, pull the cables from the mini-power plant to the houses, as well as to take care of furniture, bedding and lots of other small things. After the first euphoria of ending the arduous journey passed, it turned out that not everything was as great as it had been thought. First of all, the multitude of various insects forced chemists to urgently develop a measure that would deter them from human habitation. Some of the local insects were extremely nuisance and caused disgust, especially among women. Then there was trouble starting the AC food sterilizers, and the power plant was producing DC. There was not a single device in the supply that would solve this problem, but luckily Dr. O'Leary, interested in archaic equipment, knew how to create what was needed, from the available pieces. What he put together looked no better than his famous battery, but it worked fine.

"Think: back in the day, people used miniature lockers to store their food instead of sterilizers," said Etta, who documented it all for the chronicle. "Smile, Mac. Your photo will be in the archives together with the photo of your device.

"They used lockers?" Dr. Mell asked. "Seriously? It was like a home morgue, not a pantry. Food had to spoil anyway."

"If it was too long there, then it did. But it usually lasted a few days."

"Ugh. After all, there must have been a lot of bacteria there, not to mention mold spores! I wouldn't have put it in my mouth."

Etta laughed at the doctor's disgusted expression.

"We don't know yet what awaits us here, we cannot be so picky," she said. "Survival sometimes requires suppressing civilization habits. Our distant ancestors ate what they found, even rotten raw meat, as well as drank water from puddles trampled by wild cattle, and yet they was still alive.

"We are not our ancestors."

"Definitely not. And this has both advantages and disadvantages in our situation."

Lisbeth Mell spat slightly, but said nothing more. She had her own worries, anyway. Together with other doctors, she worked on launching a medical center, but after calculating the total power of all devices, it turned out that it would require its own, independent power substation. They could count on it only after the construction of the settlement for colonists was completed. The TAs didn't know how to build it, but they started to cable the building, erect partition walls, and do dozens of other small tasks that were to transform an empty hall into a hospital. There was also a plan to add a floor, maybe even two. It was possible because the hall was not built just like that - its walls were factory-fitted with extremely strong, telescopic brackets, which were driven into the hard ground during assembly. They reached about three meters under the surface and ensured the full stability of the structure.

"This construction technique was developed in Japan before the ecological catastrophe," said Commander Kaori proudly. "It became possible thanks to the creation of a duralite alloy recipe, and it was first used in areas most endangered by earthquakes."

"It's very glorious," said Dr. O'Leary, "but I wonder how we can get duralite here. We have all the possible recipes, but where we will get the right ingredients and equipment, I don't know it."

"Over time, we will build the machines, and we will get the ingredients. There are deposits of minerals here, and in addition they have not been exploited before," Sherman LaVer declared belligerently.

"Man, do you know how advanced industry is necessary to obtain duralite? Not to mention neodurium, which is 2.5 times harder ... We will not create such an industry here soon."

"Someday it will be here."

"First, mines, ore enrichment plants, refineries, steel mills must be built ..."

"We'll build them."

O'Leary didn't seem convinced, but he dropped the discussion. His expression clearly said that he considered his interlocutor too little intelligent to waste any more time with him. Meanwhile, LaVer also realized that building on Patris any modest counterpart to one of Earth's factory complexes was a song of a distant future. However, it didn't spoil his humor.

For now, everything had to be prepared for the revival of the colonists and, if possible, the entire area had to be mapped. The first thing that was investigated after the makeshift ground laboratory was started up was, of course, water from nearby reservoirs. Chemists and biologists triumphantly announced that when filtered and boiled, it could be drunk without fear. Even without these treatments it was fit for consumption, but it was better to be safe than sorry. Then the scientists started studying plants and smaller animals, and finally one day they cooked something like a soup, using the local roots and meat of a creature somewhat similar to a pigeon that once had lived on Earth, but flightless and covered with gray down instead of feathers. According to biologists, they were a transitional form between reptiles and birds. The abundance of these "runners", as they were tentatively named - quite large, funny creatures with long legs, endowed with short and wide beaks - gave food for thought.

"They're clunky and fairly easy to catch," said Ian Callum. "And that could mean that in the woods on Patris ... well, at least where we are ... there aren't any large predators that would threaten them. Or they created some kind of defense mechanism that we don't know yet."

"Or mother nature has opted for increased reproduction in their case," said Lara Cohn, a PhD student in his department. "If something hunt them, they are reptiles. We will probably not find mammals here at all, and although they may be in other places, they are probably not the dominant group."

The soup with a runner, herbs and roots turned out to be tasty, although it was first eaten by two chemists and one biologist, and the rest preferred to wait and see if the meal would harm them. Everyone ate the second prepared portion and after "cosmic rations" it seemed to them to be a dish worthy of kings. The local vegetables tasted similar to those of the Earth, although they didn't resemble them at all. No, not at all.

We found yellow-green carrot-like tubers, a plant with stems tasting like celery, and something the botanist Ayela called leaf onion for lack of a better term,'' Etta wrote in her chronicle. "It has a pungent taste of onion, and its smell stings the eyes just as much, but the edible part has the form of a six-section cup with fleshy, almost transparent leaves. Meticulous analysis revealed no traces of the toxins, so we could take a risk. Runners' meat is quite dry, it contains little fat, but biologists are already thinking about planned breeding that would fix this drawback. They are currently examining the soil to determine the optimal conditions for growing the local vegetables. Although they are abundant, the needs of the colony may turn out to be greater than that of wildlife. We also cannot risk disturbing the ecosystem, because it would quickly turn against us...

The food technicians started to work immediately. They brought to the surface of the planet the parts that had been loaded into ships on Earth, and assembled from them a protein processing plant that ran on a battery with a uranium core. From then, they worked in three shifts, collecting everything edible for humans, with the help of soldiers, and hunted runners and some of the great reptiles. They cleaned the obtained food and threw it into the inverter, making sure to adhere to the ratio of meat to vegetables, fruit and edible grain. The huge machine produced cubes of concentrates from the material attained in this way, which were then poured into appropriate packages. Their edges were welded and they were placed in a sterilizer. Food prepared in this way could be edible for many years without losing any of its value.

"And what's the point when Patris provides fresh food?" Sherman LaVer wondered.

"We must have plenty of stock before we start waking the colonists," the captain replied. "I won't risk starvation in the colony. We must be very careful until our own crops and breeding are self-sufficient. This may take a while."

From the beginning, biologists looked for animals that would have had breeding value, but so far only runners looked promising in this respect. Admittedly, there were at least a dozen species of running reptiles in the plains, as well as fish, plankton, and some kind of turtle were discovered in the lake, but the study of the aquatic environment was postponed. The program didn't provide for the mass catching of fish and shellfish. It was known from the Earth's past how easy it was to disturb the ecological balance of natural waters, and they preferred not to risk it as long as there were other food reserves. Among running reptiles, three main subtypes were immediately distinguished, two of which, divided into four classes according to their appearance, seemed to be a good hunting object. The third subtype had meat so dry and tasteless that its animals were labeled inedible. The others, named for the convenience of distinguishing, "trionts", "elef", "murmat" and "lexar", were quite tasty and, according to biologists, their genetic profile showed a tendency to gain weight. It gave some possibilities of controlled fattening. So far, however, it hadn't been possible to catch any of them alive, because they were very skittish and careful.

In turn, the first breeding of "poultry" was started soon. The runners were easy to tame and had nothing against a "chicken coop" built for them. Their intelligence was at a very low level, and a meekness, amazing - it was enough for them to have something to eat and drink, they agreed to everything. It quickly turned out that every few days each female laid four to ten perfectly round, grayish eggs. The skin, like those of terrestrial turtles, was completely filled with an intensely saffron-colored yolk. The runners buried them in piles of rotting leaves, where after ten or eleven days, as a result of the heat generated by the fermenting plant tissues, mobile, drab chicks hatched. These eggs were very tasty and were a nice variety to the crew's meals. They could eat a relatively large amount of them, as the runners laid them in astonishing numbers. The biologist Callum soon discovered where this enormous fertility came from - at least 95% of the eggs fell prey to small lizards with spiky backs and red-green spots all over their body. There were a lot of them in the area. They hid under fallen leaves as well as on bushes and tree branches. They didn't attack adult runners, but ate their eggs and hunted chicks. They were also eager to eat insects, which immediately won the gratitude of people who wanted to domesticate them right away. However, it turned out to be impossible.

"Watch out for these lizards," all the biologists warned. "Such coloration says unequivocally 'Don't eat me, I'm poisonous'. It's best not to touch them at all, let them crawl where they want."

It wasn't long before it turned out that the spike creatures, as they were finally called, had natural enemies. Over the Celina's Estate appeared once localized by the probe, "birds", initially scared off by an unknown element of the environment. As it turned out, they had little to do with terrestrial birds or anything else that the astronauts knew. Up close, they made a rather threatening impression. They were clunky and looked a bit like prehistoric pterodactyls, but their heads weren't bird-like - they looked like snouts of a crocodile, or rather of a gharial. Leathery wings stretched all the way between the three-toed feet and the palms of disproportionately long hands. Some of them, when standing, equaled the height of an adult male, but were terribly thin, and the heaviest individual certainly didn't weigh more than fifteen kilograms.

They seemed to be completely insensitive to the venom of the spines - they ate them whole, and it didn't seem to hurt them in any way. "They look starving, but they're appearances," said biochemist west. "They must be built like this, otherwise they wouldn't be able to fly. They probably have hollow bones too, like birds. We better watch out for them, they look strong and predatory.

Pictures taken with the appropriate equipment showed huge claws on the fingers and toes of the creatures, as well as sharp fangs in lizard mouths. The bodies of the animals were partially covered with plaques, according to biologists, made of keratin, and along the spine, ran a horn crest, ending at the tip of the narrow head. Only several days of observation allowed to confirm the version about the predatory nature of these creatures. Harpoids, as they were called, hunted mostly in the open, attacking anything smaller than them - they ate insects, small amphibians with shiny skin, all running reptiles, and even those poisonous spines when they found them. The venom didn't hurt them. They didn't disdain carrion either, as long as it was relatively fresh. The removal of the already rotten carcasses was done by brens - large reptiles with very wide mouths, slow and heavy. They didn't have to run too fast. Their bodies were covered with a hard horny shell, and the meat smelled foul, and as biologists said, it would have been poisonous to a careless predator.

"They are local vultures. Their bite can be fatal, so be careful."

The warning wasn't needed anyway. Nobody wanted to come near brens, much less touch them. They, too, avoided the human settlement. They were smart enough to know that they would find nothing to eat there. Maintaining hygiene in the place of residence was one of the newcomers' priorities.

The computer scientists were still working on cleaning up the Hawking messages. They managed to pick up more and more words, from which they hoped to put together the whole message in the end. The snippets they already had were not optimistic.

"Systems failure..."

"We will not make it..."

"Everything is silent..."

"Lack of oxygen and water..."

"Members of... crew... lists..."

An image slowly emerged from the record, suggesting that ESS Stephen Hawking hadn't reached Patris. Styepan Pavlov, however, was cautious in drawing conclusions.

"As far as I can remember, there were unknown microbes in the atmosphere of the shuttle," he said. "They were here, I'm pretty sure, but maybe they decided to come back to Earth and they left?"

"It all amounts to the same thing," replied Vanka gloomily. "The record shows that they died."

The ship was probably somewhere in the area of ​​the Schoemaker disk, with a dead crew aboard, but there was no hope of finding it. Compared to such a task, finding one particular grain of sand in the Sahara desert would be child's play. The captain instructed Pavlov's team to keep working on the record as long as there was any chance that something else could be recovered.

The pilots also continued to try to communicate with Earth, but their efforts were fruitless. The Venus station Max Planck, with which contact was made without any major problems, was also unable to get any messages. The highest hopes were pinned on the miners from the moon, but the Lunar Corporation remained silent as enchanted. It was some consolation that the Venusian station categorically denied that any global misfortune had happened on Earth. The satellite images showed neither a natural catastrophe, nor one that would have resulted from human activity.

"It is all the more strange," said Camus de Bernal, reviewing the data provided by the station. "In my opinion, we just need to wait. And do our jobs. And there is a lot of it."

The chief navigator knew what he was saying. While it might seem that the role of pilots ended after reaching Patris, it wasn't true. Their task now was mapping the area, and it wasn't easy. The only communication so far was provided by shuttles. Electric all-terrain rovers waited for the power plant or at least a larger generator to start up, which would have allowed the batteries to be charged, so for now the pilots drew aerial maps of the area. No walking expeditions were undertaken. The captain categorically forbade it, not wanting to lose a single crew member unnecessarily. In the situation in which they found themselves, every living person became a priceless treasure. Some crew members were disappointed with the slow pace of exploring the new world, but the commander sharply restrained their aspirations, and no one had the courage to oppose him.

"In movies and books it didn't look like that," said Corporal Svensen with clear disappointment. "There people came to some planet and they knew everything about it right away. Scanners picked up every little detail."

Together with the archivist of the expedition, she was just walking along the edge of the forest, enjoying the fresh and fragrant with herbs air, which she didn't know on Earth. The captain advised against lonely walks. According to his guidelines, people always left the estate in some company, which was to increase the security of the colonists.

"Paper is patient, as it was once said," Etta replied and explained, seeing Svensen's astonished expression. "In the past, everything was printed or handwritten on paper."

"No way! After all, there had to be tons of it!" the corporal exclaimed incredulously.

"More like hundreds of thousands of tons. The world was literally cluttered with waste paper. It was only with the advent of the era of recorders and pods that the situation began to normalize.

Pod, or Personal Objective Document, has truly revolutionized the area of ​​private and official records. The thin and extremely durable Type 1, with an average of four gigabytes of memory, was suitable both for handwriting with any stylus and for recording the handwriting with a sensory mini-keyboard (it was enough to use the appropriate option). In addition, it was possible to record voice and image on it, make complex calculations or use the huge resources of the central library. Type 2 had a relatively small memory, but very high resolution. It was also equipped with a constantly updated copy protection, so it could be used as the equivalent of an official document. It perfectly reproduced all official signs and security features, with an accuracy down to a single pixel, which made it impossible to counterfeit them, as only authorized readers could correctly recognize all these security features. So far no one had managed to break this system.

"What will we do when we run out of our pods?" Corporal Svensen sighed. She was walking beside Etta, dressed in assigned everyday outfit - pants and a sweatshirt tied at the waist. She was already off duty, so she had taken off her uniform and left it in her quarters, shared with two friends. In standardized clothing, she looked a bit like a judo competitor in old photos. Her hair had grown back with copper ringlets and she looked like a young boy - too tall, a little clunky, freckled and funny. Etta knew her story from the files. Astrid Svensen spent her early childhood on the estate of the "unassociated" with her parents who preached "a return to nature". Their slogans sounded funny when it was taken into account that no one could enter the ecological areas without the appropriate certificate, and no one risked it. So the "unassociated" camped in a neutral zone, between cities and areas subject to the ecological restriction. Usually there was a weak grass and some tiny flowers, and you could create an illusion of freedom for a while, with even something like a small, inefficient crop. There were no street surveillance cameras, no fast lanes or police patrols, no one checked the S cards, and it never occurred to the young rebels that they were being discreetly watched anyway. This is where the Svensens lived until Astrid reached school age. Then a social surveillance patrol appeared and the family received an ultimatum: they return to the bosom of civilization or lose their rights to their daughter. Per Svensen then decided to join the army. It gave him certain privileges and the certainty that he wouldn't have to live in any of the cities. After all, military bases were located far from the main population centers...

"Why did your parents hate cities so much?" Etta asked.

Corporal Svensen shrugged.

"Father said he didn't want to live in a cage, no matter how comfortable it was," she said. "He preferred the army to the city rules. I should have been mad at him because he decided also for my mom and me. My mom agreed anyway, because she adored dad, but no one asked me about my opinion. Believe me, a military school is not a very friendly place for a little girl. Besides, I didn't want to be a soldier at all, I wanted to learn dance and perform in the theater."

"But somehow you adapted."

"And I had another option? If I had protested a lot, I would have been raised by a civilian family, which I didn't want. I've loved my parents. Over time, I really got used to it, it is not so bad to be a soldier..."

Etta picked from a tree, a freshly mature fruit resembling an oblong reddish plum. She looked at it for a moment, then tried it. According to the biologists, everything that grew around was rather edible, except for berries from small, very dense bushes that were part of the underbrush. However, the captain ordered the greatest caution in tasting the gifts of nature. As it turned out, he was right. It is true that the fruits, which were numerous in that area, didn't contain poisonous alkaloids (the biologists and chemists meticulously checked them), but the astronauts' stomachs, unaccustomed to such food, rebelled quickly, and the intervention of doctors was necessary. Now everyone was more careful with fruit and vegetables, but it didn't mean they should have resigned from them. They were different from anything they had ever eaten. They tasted fresh and wild, there were no artificial growth stimulants or disinfectants in them. The sensors implanted in the crew's tongues didn't react - they hadn't counted too much on it anyway, the toxins of this planet were certainly different from Earth's ones, and not all of them could activate these tiny implants.

"It's hard for me to make a judgment about it," she said cautiously. "We were taught that the military is a formation made up of people who have no right to their own opinion. They can have all the privileges, but they are not allowed to think for themselves."

Corporal Svensen laughed bitterly and mockingly.

"As if anyone else in our world had its own opinion! Everyone is imbued with a certain assessment of the world and is not allowed to think otherwise. What would be said if you suddenly started teaching children that everyone has a right to live and that euthanasia of mutilated infants is a crime the same as killing someone in a robbery? Or that everyone has the right to give birth to their own child, regardless of the results of genetic tests?"

Etta dead stopped, dropping the uneaten fruit. If she hadn't been so shocked, she would never have allowed herself such a waste of food. In the period just after the catastrophe, with the shortages of that time, it became an antisocial activity of the highest harmfulness. This attitude survived almost unchanged over the centuries. Food was respected by everyone, the poor and the rich, which fully used whatever they got as an allowance or bought for themselves. There were thousands of tutorials describing how even the smallest crumbs could be processed. When the food spoiled - it could always happen - it had to be thrown into one of the city's garbage containers. Sterilized, broken down into molecules and recombined, they formed a tasteless organic mass that was now fed to livestock, and once had been processed into protein cubes for humans.

"Really ..." she stammered out. "How can you say something like that! After all, I am a teacher, I was being prepared for this profession since I was twelve, regardless of my studies! You think I could deliberately put into children's heads ... such ideas?!"

Astrid Svensen embraced her with the spontaneous movement of an older sister, calming her upset siblings.

"But, ma'am, I didn't mean that at all! Don't be so nervous. I just wanted to make you aware that in our society no one had thought on their own for a long time. Well, please tell me honestly: you wouldn't say something like that not only during a school lesson, but even in a cafe, when meeting with friends, would you?"

"Of course not! I would be sent to a psychiatrist!"

"Exactly."

Etta fell silent. There was something in this girl's voice that made her reflect on the matter presented. The long-forgotten term "authoritarianism" suddenly flowed out from her memory. Now no one knew exactly what it literally meant and from what it was forged - the memory of the idiomatic expression was lost when the semantics of the colloquial language changed. But Etta knew its pronunciation and what was hidden behind it.

"Do you know how it happened that the military took total control?" she asked suddenly. The urge to teach that nice girl something overwhelmed her, a desire determined by her profession and hard to overcome. She knew that the Military Academy had a program that wasn't very extensive.

"No. And it wasn't always like that?" Corporal Svensen looked at her in surprise.

"No. In the past, it even happened that the army was under civil authority."

"What a stupidity!"

"You know, back then it was the number of soldiers that mattered rather than the quality, because the armament wasn't what it is today. Degenerate people often joined the army, so it didn't have the best opinion ... But in times of ecological catastrophe something happened that historians later called the "global junta". The armies of all countries have joined forces to restore order."

"Well, I suppose it should have been like that."

"We think so today, Corporal. But then things were handled completely differently. Many countries that had suffered from something wanted to solve their problems by attacking their neighbors. The presidents didn't know that the staffs of all troops had held secret talks before and came to the common conclusion that soldiers couldn't have an eternal obligation to die in conflicts between civil authorities. That a soldier, often a husband and father, couldn't be forced to drop incendiary bombs on the homes of civilians whose only fault was that they had been born under different governments. On the day "zero" there was a worldwide merger of troops. Presidents of all countries were arrested and power was seized by generals and admirals."

"People probably breathed a sigh of relief."

"Not at all! The mass media immediately unleashed hysteria, saying that terror, slavery, mass and unpunished rapes, executions of dissidents and the devils knows what would be the order of the day. Indeed, a lot of problems resulted from the whole situation, but over time it turned out that it had been the only way out. The global military enforced discipline among the civilian population, preventing the laws of the jungle from settling in cities in times of and shortly after the environmental catastrophe. What was considered a great evil at the time, actually saved our civilization."

Corporal Svensen paused and turned to the teacher with her small but rather pretty gray-green eyes framed by bright lashes.

"What are you trying to tell me?"

"That social good and evil are something that depends not even on the point of view, but on the judgment of historians, and from the perspective of many decades. Sometimes even centuries. Today we all consider the current model of behavior to be the most moral, but a few hundred years ago we would have been burned at the stake for the mere spreading of such ideas. Have you read 'Brave New World'?"

An embarrassed expression appeared on Svensen's good-natured face.

"No ... I don't read much at all."

"So, I advise you to start. Preferably from this work. This is a very old book, but it illustrates well the fact that ethics and the understanding of morality don't depend on some innate instinct, but on social conditions and indoctrination."

Astrid picked two plums from the tree, choosing the darkest ones as the most ripe, and handed one of them to her interlocutor.

"So we're good? Will we become friends?" she asked with a smile. Etta almost laughed.

"Of course," she replied heartily. She wanted to continue walking, but at that moment Raul appeared next to her. The android always walked so quietly that you could hardly hear his footsteps. It sometimes gave the impression that he was appearing like a ghost, out of nowhere.

"The captain is calling you," he said. "You turned off your communicator again. Good morning, Mrs. Svensen."

"Hello, Raul," the corporal gave him a friendly look. "Call me by my name, okay?"

"All right, Mrs. Astrid."

"Without that 'Mrs'. I don't like these customary forms at all, especially in relation to me. All the androids in base 26 always used my name."

"Did you have androids there?" Etta turned on her heel to look at her companion. "I didn't know they served in the army!"

"Because they didn't. They were Companions of some soldiers. And I liked them very much. Their company is so soothing. With an android, a person always knows where he or she is at. They have no hidden thoughts, they express themselves precisely, they never look down on you ... They are perfect. I spent more time with them than with my colleagues."

"Why?" Raul asked that simple question with the proficiency of a seasoned psychologist. Corporal Svensen looked embarrassed.

"I wasn't particularly liked ... a battalion loser. The worst fitness results, exams passed on the verge of statistical error ... and everything."

Etta stroked her arm sympathetically. Not so much earlier, she had spoken to Sherman LaVer, who liked to talk a lot about the military. She had had the impression then that this man passionately loved his lifestyle, but from what he had said it appeared that not all soldiers were so enthusiastic about the service. Some, like Svensen, simply ended up in the army due to their family decision. Appropriate upbringing and education made them soldiers, but if they could choose, they would have probably willingly become civilians. The question, however, is whether they could have found themselves...

"Etta, the captain is waiting," Raul reminded her gently. David twirled in his arms, giving the impression that he was trying to see everything at once.

"Gaga!" he cried, hitting the android's chest with his little hand.

"Guga! Mommydaddy!"

For a moment Etta had the impression that if it was technically possible, on her Companion's face there would have appeared embarrassment.

"I don't understand this way of expressing thoughts," he said as if helplessly. Etta laughed involuntarily.

"Don't worry about it. Young children say broken syllables and wrong words until they learn how to use them well," she explained. She tickled David, who in response smiled broadly and grabbed her finger.

"Give me that candy," Corporal Svensen suggested, holding out her hands. "I'm off duty, I will gladly take care of him for a while. I love children. After joining the army, my parents had three more, because they were reclassified on the basis of supplementary research. I remember helping them change diapers after school...

Raul nodded and handed the baby to her, then turned on his communicator.

"Dr. Gongadze, I have handed the child over to Corporal Svensen, who has declared her will to take temporary care," he reported.

"Alright," replied the head doctor. "Just let her submit a report every half an hour."

"I will, definitely!" cried the corporal, who heard everything, and began to drop David, who reacted to it with a loud laugh. Raul turned off the communicator and looked at his Dominatrix.

"The captain is waiting," he repeated.

"I'm coming."
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II.
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"There are no seas on Patris, but there are vast lakes. So-called 'continents' are separated by major rivers, much wider and deeper than any terrestrial ones. Large lakes, by contrast, are shallower than terrestrial formations of this type. They are not, as I emphasize, seas - there is no tidal movement on them, in other words there is no ebb and flow. This is due to the lack of a moon in Patris' orbit. Life in the local waters seems to be abundant and varied, but we don't explore it yet, as we focus on what is most important to us - adapting the place chosen for the colony so that people can settle there. Captain Willner controls everything, personally overseeing the work of all departments..."

(Excerpt from the chronicle of Estrella Solis)

––––––––
[image: ]


Captain Willner fascinated Etta more and more. He was very young for a commander of such a difficult expedition - she had learned from the record that he was only thirty-five. His gray temples made him look older. On the one hand, his disposition was very energetic, but on the other hand, he seemed to be rather mild-mannered. He was able to keep the crew in check without raising his voice and punishing them. He got the crew's ear by accentuating his orders with only a look and an expression, and everyone accepted his authority without the slightest movement of rebellion. He could be strict when it was the need of the moment, but no one blamed him for it. And he always knew what words to use on any given occasion. Etta sometimes wondered if he had been taught this in special courses, or if he just had an innate "commander instinct" and thanks to it had been nominated as the commander-in-chief of the Viking expedition. It wasn't just the captain's abilities that intrigued the migration archivist. It was hard for her to admit it even to herself, but Kirk Willner was more attractive to her than any other familiar representative of the opposite sex. Not that he was more handsome than the others - on the contrary, he was completely not her type. She had always preferred tall and very thin men, preferably brunettes with angular faces and sharply chiseled features. Kirk was actually the opposite of her dream man. Barely of average height, a stocky blond man with the cheerful and honest face of an eternal boy, a pretty girlish nose and eyes so blue that they seemed to be unreal. There was nothing in his appearance from the sculptural captains she read so much about in the rowdy novels. Nevertheless, Etta felt more and more enchanted by him, which she herself considered highly inappropriate - an expedition commander should stay at a distance from his subordinates, and his subordinates shouldn't make it difficult for him.

"You believe in fairy tales?" Veronika had snorted when her friend once had presented her position to her. "How old are you, six?"

Unlike Etta, she was always
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