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To all who are fascinated by the infinite universe and its endless possibilities, and to all my loved ones

Alone, alone in the darkest night,

a lonely wanderer is each of us.

A while, a while, a light will shine, 

brief days of wanderer’s blaze.

Memories, memories, are all that remain,

through time and space, they will stay.

Time, time will never end,

it goes on and on, beyond all death.

Hope, hope, never die,

together with time, it glows on high.

Foreword

For ages, humans have looked to the skies and wondered: What lies beyond the stars? Are we alone? Did everything begin with the Big Bang, and what existed before it?

What if there were no beginning? What if everything we observe is merely an infinitely small part of something much greater?

This is the story of two young people who lived ordinary lives.

Until one day, everything changed.
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Chapter 1 Move, September 2017
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Rick lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Shanghai. The Paris of the East, the center of world trade, the city of the future. A city where Eastern exoticism meets the latest technology. The list seemed endless. Shanghai seemed to have everything and even more. Everything except what he wanted most—the sea.

The sea was his world. And surfing. It was his passion. He wanted to feel the wind on his face, the power of the ocean around him, and the wave carrying him faster and higher. In those moments, there was only him and the sea and the wave. In those moments, he felt at one with nature. In those moments, he felt free.

Surfing was a way of life he never wanted to give up. All he wanted was to finish high school at his own school, be out on the sea, and have fun. He didn’t want to move to a noisy city, trapped among skyscrapers.

But that was what he had been told. That they were moving, the whole family. They would leave behind their home and Australia and move to China. Rick would have to say goodbye to surfing and focus on more important things, the right things. He would get something better instead of surfing every day. He would see the world, learn about new cultures, and have great experiences.

Rick wasn’t so sure about that. When he first heard about their plans to move, a sense of dread had crashed over him like a giant wave that would sweep everything away. He couldn’t define what it was and didn’t want to tell anyone.

“Eh, it’s nothing,” Rick said, shrugging it off. “Let’s go.”

And so he had dived back into his own world with Stan and the others, letting the waves carry away all the troubling thoughts. But as soon as his feet touched the warm sand, they returned. A constant, pressing feeling he couldn’t escape.

Rick was in his second year of high school, and the move would change his entire life. Of that he was certain. He thought he could have stayed alone in their old house by the sea. Then he could surf for hours every day without anyone commenting or demanding he do anything else. But his parents had rejected that option. They had repeatedly emphasized what a great opportunity it was to see the world.

“You’ll make new friends from all over the world,” they had said.

“It’s an amazing opportunity for all of us,” his mother had assured him, but Rick couldn’t find a single good reason to move.

“How long would we be there?” Rick had asked, but the answer had been left hanging in the air.

“It depends on how things go there,” his father had replied, glancing meaningfully at his mother. “The Chinese market is hard to enter and even harder to succeed in, but now this could be our chance. Our time.”

It didn’t sound good to Rick, and he liked his father’s look even less. A look that meant success would be their highest priority. Success and making money. Everything else would be secondary.

Rick’s father had co-founded a cybersecurity company a couple of decades ago, and as the business grew, they expanded to Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Next was China, a market they had been preparing to enter for years. Their strong connections had finally given them that chance.

Years of development had brought them valuable clients, from insurance companies to financial institutions to government administrations. They were trusted, and that was their greatest asset. Still, one serious mistake could destroy everything. Every system had its weaknesses, and the race against hackers was endless.

Following in his father’s footsteps, Rick had been interested in computers since childhood. When he couldn’t get to the sea, he would spend hours gaming and coding. Years later, he and his father began testing different software for vulnerabilities. It became their shared hobby and, after surfing, the most important part of Rick’s life.

Later, his father began paying Rick to see how the company’s own security software could be breached and what was needed to improve it. The collaboration had worked well, and with the money he earned, Rick had bought new surfboards. It was only in the past six months that their partnership had begun to unravel, as Rick spent more and more time at sea.

Rick’s younger brother had been excited about the move from the very beginning and kept trying to persuade Rick as well. Rick had to listen endlessly to everything they could do and see there, and not just in Shanghai but elsewhere in China. And he would get new devices, a new laptop and cell phone, with this and that and all sorts of cool features. His brother had it so easy, Rick thought. No worries about anything.

As days turned into weeks and weeks into months, the discussion had grown from small, cautious ripples into a storm. New reasons were constantly brought up as soon as the old ones had been worn out.

“China has huge cybersecurity issues,” his father had said one evening. “Messages may be sent without any encryption, and the government may require people to install software that allows their device usage to be monitored. Internet access is limited, and censorship is strict. On the other hand, almost anyone can buy software from almost anywhere to bypass the restrictions. Still, sometimes those programs themselves contain hidden malware or spyware.”

Rick listened quietly. He didn’t really care. So what if some Chinese didn’t have access to foreign websites or search engines? Of course, it was odd that the internet couldn’t be freely used, but it wasn’t his problem. When Rick’s stance didn’t change, his parents grew frustrated.

“You’ll see more than just waves there,” his father had said sharply when Rick came home late one evening.

Rick did need the right direction in his life, his father thought. He just didn’t know how to change Rick’s mind. Rick understood all the rational arguments and knew it would be an “opportunity”, but he couldn’t explain why he didn’t want to go. Above all, there was just a vague fear, something he couldn’t grasp or control.

Rick had his future all figured out. He would surf. Maybe open his own surf center. And if it didn’t work out, he would do other work on the side. He could always work for his father or start his own company. He could develop a smart programming language. One that understood content and context and could use them to modify and protect itself.

He didn’t care about studying. He didn’t have time for it anyway.

He would learn what he wanted by other means—by doing and testing, just as he always had. At university, he would hardly learn anything new.

Rick already saw what life in China would be like. He would go to some boring school where everything had to be memorized. No one would speak in class, and he would probably fall asleep. 

Except that one friend had said there might be cameras in the classrooms, and if someone yawned, they might get an electric shock. That couldn’t be real, Rick thought. Then again, if he got kicked out of school, that would only be a good thing. Perhaps that was his hope, and he smiled a little for the first time in a long time.

And what if things went wrong, he wondered. So wrong that they could come straight back. Within a week. Or a month. Or by Christmas at the latest. That would be good. Really good. He began imagining all the things that could go wrong, and joy returned to his heart.

Luckily for Rick, the departure had been delayed by a couple of months because of bureaucratic slowness or the reluctance of officials, and he had already begun to hope they wouldn’t move after all.

Their new school had been understanding of the delay, and the boys would be welcomed as soon as the family had everything arranged.

Finally, to Rick’s disappointment, their papers were approved, and the departure date was set. During the last few weeks, he no longer had to attend school, and he surfed from morning till night, as if he might never get back to the sea.

Even so, the day of departure came far too quickly. Rick didn’t want to be part of the packing chaos, searching for this and that, remembering what to pack and what not to pack, and giving instructions to the new residents about the house.

He preferred being out at sea, taking risks. Now, getting hurt would only help, but he survived everything. Even the gods of the sea favored him. Now, when he didn’t want them to.

They would move, and Rick could do nothing. In the end, his opinion didn’t matter. His hope rested on a quick return, and his thoughts circled constantly around how to make that happen. Until then, he would demand better pay for his work. If his father intended to make good money there, he wanted his share.

The night before leaving, he had stored his surfboards in the shed and looked at them one last time. There they would wait for his return. Then he locked the door. Somehow, it felt final, and when he heard the familiar click, Rick felt a strange shiver.

Slowly, he walked to his room and flopped onto his bed. He had lived in this house almost his entire life, and there was no better place. He had everything he wanted. Everything he needed to be happy.

He had packed only the essentials: his laptop and a few clothes. He didn’t feel like packing anything else. He would be back soon anyway. By leaving his things at home, he felt like part of him remained, too.

Vaguely, he heard the doorbell ring and his mother calling:

“Rick! Rick!”

“Yeah, coming,” Rick replied, forcing himself slowly out of bed. He didn’t really feel like doing anything at that moment.

“Surprise!” Stan shouted cheerfully. Rick smiled. He hadn’t expected anything.

“Did you think we wouldn’t celebrate your departure?” Stan said. “Now we have more space, since you’re not taking the best waves,” he grinned.

Rick could only smile. Stan was his best friend. Always had been. With Stan, he had started surfing, crashed into each other, and gotten hit by their own boards and sometimes each other’s. But with Stan, he had also experienced the best moments of his life. The first time he stayed on the board in heavy swell, rode through the tube, and landed a 360.

Quietly, Stan had begun organizing a farewell party. He wasn’t sure if Rick wanted it, since the whole departure felt difficult. For some reason, Rick hadn’t wanted to talk about it at all. Finally, a few days before leaving, Stan made the final decision. He quickly got some friends together and arranged food and drinks, and soon the smell of grilled food spread into the darkening evening.

More people arrived throughout the evening. Old friends Rick had known for years. Beyond them, the sea, whose calming embrace he could have sunk into forever. That was the moment Rick wanted to hold on to, the one he would cling to when the world around him shattered.

As the evening went on, the stories grew wilder, the waves bigger, and the tricks more dangerous. Music played softly in the background, except when someone turned it up for a moment. Only when the chill of night settled in and the stars lit up the clear night sky did Rick walk the familiar route back home.

For the first time in a long while, he felt free. He had mentioned, almost in passing, that he didn’t really want to move and had received many understanding looks. It helped, and for the first time, he felt he might actually have some new experiences, as everyone had told him. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. After all, it wasn’t permanent. He would come back.

The next morning, Rick woke to his father’s demanding voice, and all the previous night’s good feelings vanished. The magical trust in the future that he had felt faded, replaced by anxiety.

“Rick, get up,” he commanded. It was high time for Rick to wake and finish the last preparations. He had spent the whole night away, even though there were plenty of things to do.

“Yeah, yeah,” Rick mumbled, moving nothing but his lips, and even those as little as possible.

“Up, now,” his father continued, irritated by Rick’s sluggishness. “Now. Up!”

Rick didn’t respond the first time, or the second. He just didn’t have the energy to get up.

“Rick! Get up, now,” his father pressed even harder.

“Fine,” Rick said at last, just to get rid of him.

“We still have a lot to do,” his father said, leaving the room.

Rick couldn’t understand what else there was to do. They had been preparing for weeks. It wasn’t his fault if his parents hadn’t handled their tasks on time. All he had to do was put on his clothes, and he would be ready.

“Rick, could you take those to the shed?” his mother asked as he finally came downstairs to eat.

Rick glanced at the pile of boxes.

“Okay,” he replied, wondering where all the boxes had come from. He had been hauling them all week, but new ones always appeared. They probably marched back to the kitchen at night, he thought. He took them to the shed beside the other boxes. 

The house looked hollow. The furniture was in place, but everything else was gone. The house looked different, like an empty shell. He didn’t want to remember his home like this.

He sat down to eat, watching the view from the window. He couldn’t quite see the sea beyond the bushes and the fence, but he knew it was close. In Shanghai, the sea would also be nearby, but it would be different. He probably wouldn’t be able to surf there.

Rick put on his headphones and retreated into his own world. He didn’t want to listen to his parents’ tense bickering or feel the tension of leaving. He followed them like a robot, first to the taxi, then to the departure gate, and finally onto the plane and into his seat.

He didn’t hear the chatter of strangers that lasted late into the night, nor the occasional announcements from the captain. Only his mother’s gentle reminders at mealtimes brought him back to reality.

Rick woke to bright sunlight. They were starting to descend, and he squinted against the glare. He didn’t want to wake yet. He didn’t want to start the new chapter of his life and closed his eyes.

His brother nudged him and pointed out the window. Below them stretched fields and villages. Rick stared for a moment, then closed his eyes again, as if that would prevent him from being in that world. But when the plane’s wheels hit the ground, he had to accept the inevitable. They had arrived in Shanghai.

Rick took his headphones off, and a cacophony of sounds hit him from all sides. Everyone wanted to be heard, and excited chatter and laughter echoed everywhere. People jostled to get off the plane quickly to retrieve their luggage. He moved with the mass of people, swallowed up by the press of bodies. People kept bumping into him.

Then he noticed the cameras. They were everywhere. No one moved unnoticed here, he thought, wondering if they could truly recognize every person and every route. Could he escape them at all, or was he under constant surveillance?

At the luggage belt, an airport worker rotated each bag so people could grab it more easily. Rick and his father grabbed their bags off the belt and, once everything was collected, they moved to the arrivals hall.

Dozens of people were waiting, many holding signs in Chinese characters. Among them was a man staring at them. Rick first noticed the man’s piercing gaze, and then the sign he held. It bore their surname: Ellis. They walked toward the man, and he took their luggage and pushed his way through the crowd, out of the stifling airport to his car.

The sheer number of people meant countless cars. Traffic crawled forward, often coming to a standstill. At those times, Rick eyed the side streets, catching glimpses of life behind the polished wealth. For a brief moment, he spotted a man in tattered clothes gathering scraps, the only sign of another hidden world.

Wealth was everywhere: gleaming new cars, stylishly dressed people striding past. Shanghai’s affluent middle class wore their money openly. It was visible everywhere.

If he could travel back in time, he would see hundreds of workers building the modern neighborhood. Back then, the area had looked like a slum. Now it had been wiped from Shanghai’s map, and most of its builders had been relocated elsewhere.

Strange Chinese characters shone everywhere, and Rick wondered how he would ever learn to recognize them or find his way. Anyway, what was the point of such a complex writing system compared to a normal one?

As they approached downtown, skyscrapers rose ever higher, their most unusual silhouettes standing out against the blue-gray sky. Life seemed to overflow in the streets, and Rick thought he had never seen so many people, lights, and famous brands everywhere, urging people to buy and consume.

They continued along the city outskirts until they reached a park-like street, flanked by tall apartment buildings. The driver stopped in front of one and gestured toward it.

“We’re here,” Rick’s father said, stepping out. Satisfaction shone on his face.

Rick followed slowly. His gaze first swept over the shiny new complex, then the surrounding buildings, small shops, and the endless flow of people, before he followed the others into their new home.

The new apartment was much smaller than their old home. Even though everything looked modern, something was missing. He felt nothing. No joy, no excitement, not even disappointment. He hadn’t expected anything from this place. Nothing at all. He flopped onto the new bed.
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Chapter 2 Hopes, Shanghai, China
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“Stella, one more time,” her mother’s insistent voice cut through the room. “That was almost perfect.”

Stella listed every curse she knew in her mind. She had been playing for nearly four hours straight, and her mother still wasn’t satisfied. Her father had come to the door a couple of times to suggest that perhaps it was enough, and that Stella surely had other things to do.

“You don’t achieve anything if you leave things unfinished or do them half-heartedly. You don’t skip work just because it gets difficult sometimes, do you?” her mother had replied sharply, ordering Stella to continue. And so Stella had continued, until every vibrato and spiccato was flawless.

Stella had been playing for as long as she could remember. She had performed at nearly every kindergarten and school event, and as a child, she had done well in competitions, too. She had started with piano and later switched to violin.

Playing music wasn’t optional. Something had to be played, and played well. And she loved the way music allowed her to live through every emotion: joy and sorrow, longing and fulfillment, passion, the full spectrum of feelings.

As a child, playing had been fun, but year by year, it had become more serious, and all the fun had slowly disappeared. In recent years, she had made barely any progress. Her mother blamed her lack of progress on insufficient practice, even though Stella practiced for hours every single day.

She had wanted to quit many times, but she and her mother had agreed that she would perform one last time at the November concert, and then decide whether to continue playing or focus solely on school.

Her younger brother had never been interested in music, and when he had smashed half of the piano keys, it had been enough. From then on, their mother focused all her energy on Stella, while her brother pursued sports as he pleased with their father.

Her father believed hobbies should be fun, without great expectations, and that it wasn’t always necessary to get perfect scores in school tests, but her mother was made of sterner stuff.

“Mediocrity won’t get you anywhere. You have to work for success, and it’s good to learn as a child,” her mother had said to her father. “I want our children to succeed and thrive in life. Don’t you?”

There was no point in arguing, and her father didn’t want to fight their home dragon. She would soften eventually, as she did with most things. He just had to be patient.

Her parents had met in Beijing, where her father was on a business trip. Her mother was guiding Europeans through the Chinese business world, and her father had impressed her by speaking Chinese fluently. That had been exceptional, as only a few European companies prioritized language skills. A strong and ambitious woman found her pair and balance in a calm, kind man. A match that was not made in heaven, but was full of joy and generous sharing.

They first lived in Beijing and later moved to Europe once the children reached school age. The children were always at the top of their classes. But success didn’t come for free. It demanded endless work, sacrifices, and plenty of suppressed emotions. In every subject, she had to do more than was required and exceed unattainable expectations.

During vacations, they traveled across Europe and to her mother’s homeland, China. The children learned to appear obedient, while Stella often bristled inwardly, drawn to a freer, more European way of thinking. Despite their comfortable life, she longed for her classmates’ freedom to speak and act as they pleased.

When Stella was twelve, they moved back to China, to Shanghai, where the children were to complete their schooling.

“Shanghai has the best schools in the world,” her mother had justified, “and it offers the company excellent opportunities for growth.”

Back in her home country, her mother’s expectations had risen, and Stella no longer felt she had any free time. By the time she returned home around five, she had to do homework and then practice her instrument. Often, it wasn’t until eleven o’clock that everything had been done well enough to satisfy her mother, allowing her to finally go to bed.

What Stella herself wanted was rarely asked. She had always felt different. She didn’t really belong anywhere. In Europe, she had stood out both externally and internally, and she didn’t feel she belonged in China either. 

Her mother had always been worried about Stella’s strong temperament, but had tried to turn it into a strength: “Chenguang Stella Cavicchi, use those feelings to your advantage! Feel that anger and power, the passion, when you play,” or “use that energy for schoolwork.”

And so Stella gave herself over to the music, letting it carry her and those listening along with it. Still, something always felt missing, like control over her own life belonged to others.

Whenever she succeeded, the credit went elsewhere: “Good thing you did as I said,” “I told you to practice more,” and when something failed: “You should have done it as I said.”

There was little room for her own choices. But the future looked brighter. Finally, after the November concert, she would decide for herself what to do. Whether it made sense or not, she just wanted to take control of her own life.

Luckily, there was her grandmother, her mother’s mother, who had always been on her side, comforting her with life stories. Once, when Stella had practiced until her hands hurt and couldn’t enter a competition, her grandmother had told an old 

Chinese story:

“Once there was an old farmer and his son. One day, a horse appeared on their farm. Since no one owned it, they were allowed to keep it. Other villagers rushed to congratulate the farmer on his good fortune.

‘What luck you have!’

But the farmer replied humbly:

‘Maybe it is luck, maybe misfortune, who can tell?’

The horse helped the farmer and his son earn a living, but one day it ran away. The villagers gathered to mourn:

‘What terrible misfortune that your horse ran away!’

Again, the farmer said:

‘Maybe it is luck, maybe misfortune, who can tell?’

Some time later, the horse returned, bringing a herd of fine wild horses. The villagers congratulated him again:

‘What great fortune you have, gaining so much wealth!’

But the farmer again said:

‘Maybe it is luck, maybe misfortune, who can tell?’

The farmer’s son tried to tame the wild horses, but one threw him off, breaking one of his legs. The villagers rushed over:

‘What bad luck that your son broke his leg!’

And the farmer said:

‘Maybe it is luck, maybe misfortune, who can tell?’

A few weeks later, a group of soldiers from the national army arrived in the village, and all able-bodied men were drafted. Only the farmer’s son was spared, as he could not walk with his injured leg.

The villagers again came to congratulate:

‘How lucky you are that your son didn’t have to go to war!’

Once more, the farmer said:

‘Maybe it is luck, maybe misfortune, who can tell?’”

“As you see, Stella, you can never know when something turns out to be good. That only becomes clear later,” her grandmother had said gently, taking Stella to an amusement park.

A small, wrinkled grandmother, whose fingers were bent and joints swollen from hard work, but whose eyes shone with joy and pride in everything Stella achieved.

“Give yourself a chance,” she whispered, hugging Stella.

“Remember, time in this life is limited. Use it wisely,” she said, giving Stella a watch when she was ten.

Soon after, her grandmother passed away, but whenever Stella looked at the watch, she felt her grandmother’s protective hands around her. It was her shield against a world that demanded things she couldn’t or didn’t want to do.

She had already decided she would stop playing after the November concert. After that, she could play only when she wanted, and in the way she wanted. She just had no desire to practice for the concert. The piece felt wrong, and she didn’t know why.

Her mother had also made her decision. Now it was Stella’s time to focus on school and preparing for the gaokao. Her entire future depended on it, and her mother certainly wanted her daughter in a top university. She had already reviewed all the universities, the grades required, and which ones Stella should aim for. Only the best would do.

Her father had also made his decision. It was time to move back to Europe. He had observed the workload Stella had to manage and tried to ease it by saying that she was already good enough. 

But that was a red flag in her mother’s eyes. Good enough wouldn’t be enough in life. After all, it was the parents’ responsibility to ensure their children had a good life.

He had already looked into the move, and everything seemed fine. 

They could relocate to France, Germany, or Italy, his home country. He had prepared all the arguments for why the move would benefit everyone. The children could attend European universities with global reputations. They themselves would have a couple of options for adjusting their careers. The hardest part was ahead: he had to talk to his wife. He decided to wait for the right moment to make his proposal, decisively.

For the first time, Stella had found good friends in her class: Cindy, Kathy, and Dan, especially Dan. Dan, who was always cheerful, noticed everyone and didn’t mind when he didn’t get perfect grades. Being with Dan was always fun, and Stella realized she was thinking about him almost constantly.

Every morning, Dan was the first thing on her mind. In the schoolyard, her gaze always searched for him. And if Dan wasn’t in sight, she felt like something was missing.

She would have liked to spend more time with her friends, even on days off, but she didn’t have the energy to argue with her determined mother. Sometimes she lied, saying she had group work, just to get a few hours with her friends.

She and Dan were getting closer, and she felt he had begun to see her in a new way. Stella could only wait for him to make his first move, invite her out, or ask her for a walk in the park, or anything. Then mid-semester, a new boy arrived in their class and messed everything up.
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Chapter 3 Encounters


[image: ]


Schools had started a few months earlier. Standing at the front of the classroom, Rick just wanted to sink through the floor as the teacher introduced him to the class. After a painfully long minute, he finally got to sit down. The boy next to him smiled encouragingly.

When the teacher moved on to the day’s subject, Rick could only follow for a moment. He heard the teacher speaking vaguely about global trade, but soon his words were drowned out by his own thoughts. Everything felt foreign. Covertly, he checked for cameras in the classroom. There were none in sight, but you could never be sure. They could be so small that noticing them would be nearly impossible.

The walls were covered in pictures filled with Chinese characters, posters of people and places, and student work. Many students looked Western, just like the teacher. Everyone seemed focused on listening; no one whispered to themselves, and nobody even glanced at their phone.

“Hi, I’m Dan,” one of the boys said as the class ended. “And this is Bryan, Stella, and Kat,” he continued, introducing the others.

Rick nodded at everyone.

“Our next class is in another building. Will you come with us?” Dan asked.

“Sure, thanks. Better than getting lost,” Rick replied. He had never seen such a large campus, so many students, and he certainly wouldn’t have been able to find his way anywhere on his own, at least not on time.

“You’ll learn quickly,” one of the boys said encouragingly.

Rick stuck close to the others and noticed how smoothly everything ran. Most of the students in his class had originally come from outside China. Many had changed schools multiple times and lived in different parts of the world. The community was very international and diverse, and he was warmly welcomed in his class.

“Come, I’ll show you places,” Dan suggested during lunch break. “Do you like playing sports? You can do anything here: ping pong, soccer, basketball, acting, choir.”

“Well, maybe choir isn’t really my thing,” Rick replied with a grin, “but I could play a ping pong match.”

Rick quickly realized that with average skills, he could only score one or two points, so he gladly just watched the others play. Only with Dan did he manage a fair game, or at least that’s what he told himself. He had liked Dan immediately, and after beating him at ping pong, he liked him even more.

Rick heard about the gaokao on his very first day. It was the entrance exam for universities and a better life, a test everyone prepared for years in advance because doing well determined so much and controlled the lives of entire families.

Everyone talked about the gaokao and explained its importance to Rick. Preparation for it seemed to be the center of everyone else’s life. Rick had never heard of it before and felt even more satisfied with his decision to finish studying after high school. Dan didn’t worry about the gaokao either, which set them apart from the others. Everyone else seemed surprised that Rick wasn’t continuing his studies. How else could one succeed in life?

The first day and the following weeks went by quickly, and Rick began adjusting to the change. The campus had initially seemed enormous, but gradually, everything fell into place, and he started to see the opportunities the school offered.

He had worried about having to learn Chinese characters, but it turned out to be fun, and they laughed together, wondering if they could ever learn 100 characters. Life was also much easier once he learned to tell the men’s and women’s bathrooms apart and to navigate the correct subway stations.

Rick performed reasonably well on tests, even if he wasn’t near the top. Many took school seriously, and for some, a single mistake on a test seemed like complete failure. While others stayed after school to prepare for the gaokao, Rick and Dan explored the city, wandering through parks and visiting Pudong’s skyscrapers. Rick hadn’t been to such heights since childhood, but now Dan led him from one experience to another.

Even the skyscrapers' unusual shapes were overwhelming, and the night lights were dazzling. Rick expected nothing as they ascended to the observation deck of one tower. Standing on the glass floor and looking straight down hundreds of meters, his knees weakened, and his heart began to pound. He felt alive again. 

With new experiences and friends, Rick had to admit that moving wasn't such a bad idea after all. It was fun, but in a different way than back home. If only he could go surfing, everything would be nearly perfect.

At first, Stella had been curious about Rick, too, but soon she noticed how friendships were transforming. Rick and Dan were always together, joking and having fun, and often stayed after school to play or exercise. The boys had their own world, which she couldn’t enter, and Stella felt more and more like a mere observer.

Dan was always ready to take Rick to new places, and by chance, their course choices matched almost perfectly. Rick had deliberately taken as few and as easy courses as possible, including a basic coding class. He didn’t expect to learn anything new there, and that wasn’t his goal.

After the first week, Rick grew bored with writing simple command lines. Others struggled to get commands to work, but Rick had figured out another way, and Dan joined in immediately. Within minutes, Rick accessed the teacher’s computer through the school network.

Soon, one student timidly pointed to the text displayed on the classroom screen and asked:

“What does this mean? Is class over already?”

On the screen, instead of “Good day,” it read: “Get out, you wretches, class is over.”

The teacher stared at the screen in disbelief. Then he looked at the student and, without saying a word, began to fix it. But as he pressed Enter, new text appeared: “What are you waiting for!”

The teacher looked even more stunned.

“How is this possible?” he muttered to himself.

Rick and Dan suppressed their laughter as the rest of the class watched in astonishment. Finally, the teacher cut the network connection and restored everything.

The incident wasn’t discussed further at school, but that evening, at home, Rick’s father came in looking serious. The school principal had called, reporting suspicion that “someone” had accessed the teacher’s computer via the school network.

“Don’t use your talents for trouble,” his father said. “Hacking is a serious crime, and we don’t want any trouble, right?”

Then he asked Rick, curious to know how he had done it. Over the next few days, he sold the school a new cybersecurity program to prevent such nasty intrusions.

From then on, rumors circulated at school that Rick’s family was spies planning to infiltrate government networks. Rick laughed when he heard it and, amused, told his father. His father didn’t laugh. He worried that it might damage their reputation and endanger their future.

Stella couldn’t have fun with the boys and withdrew to the other girls, watching Dan from afar. In chemistry class, Rick and Dan were always partners, except that one time when Stella ended up paired with Rick. She just wanted to be with Dan, but everyone, including the teachers, seemed against her.

Rick, unable to follow the instructions, doubled the hydrogen peroxide in their solution, causing it to overflow the test tube. Of course, the teacher noticed, and it would count against him. Stella felt like Rick had done it on purpose. She saw how Rick and Dan were amused. Not only had Rick captured Dan’s attention completely, but now he was ruining her grades, too. Stella was fed up.

“Failure here is humiliating. And even if it’s fun for you, it isn’t for others. If you don’t want to succeed in life, that's your choice, but don’t ruin the opportunities of others.”

“Sorry,” Rick said. “It was an accident.”

He didn’t want to argue and didn’t mean to hurt anyone, but could one chemistry lesson really ruin her life? Stella had overreacted. Learning didn’t have to be so serious, even if one took it seriously.

Stella was annoyed by Rick’s antics, and there never seemed to be any consequences. Rick showed no proper respect, yet somehow always got away with everything. Even after embarrassing the teacher in coding class, he faced no punishment, as no evidence was ever found. All the students knew it, but Rick’s role couldn’t be proven.

Rick’s hacking of the school network sparked curiosity, and many secretly asked how to access government-blocked sites. Bypassing restrictions added a challenge to Rick’s life, and he enjoyed hearing about government censorship. All those stories and images featuring Winnie the Pooh were removed from online platforms immediately because they referenced the country’s president, and phrases like “board the plane” were prohibited as they might incite rebellion. Rick could only wonder.

“So you can’t talk about Winnie the Pooh online?” he asked to confirm he understood.

“Exactly. Look at these memes,” Dan said, showing images linking China’s president to Winnie the Pooh.

“There are similarities,” Rick laughed. “But all other leaders are joked about, too. Why not China’s?”

“They are just so sensitive here,” a classmate, Bryan, said. “They fear uprisings so much that they use every possible measure. The government couldn’t stop it if the people decided to rebel.”

“Better keep the people content, then,” Rick grinned.

“Exactly,” Bryan said. “Censorship doesn’t help, even if the government thinks it does.”

“And then there is this so-called social credit system,” Dan added, shaking his head. The others glanced at each other. “Have you heard of it?”

“No,” Rick said.

“Everyone gets points based on what they buy, who they associate with, and what they do. Points are given or taken for everything,” Dan continued.

“What!” Rick exclaimed, bewildered.

“Exactly!” Dan said.

“Sounds insane. Paranoid even. What the hell!” Rick just shook his head.

“Yeah, the government tries to control people fully. That’s the goal. And some people like it. You follow the rules, get rewards. Your children do better. Or so they say.”

Rick shook his head.

“I wouldn’t sell my freedom! Good thing I’m not staying here long.”

Then he remembered the cameras.

“And the number of cameras! It’s insane!”

“Yeah, they track everyone’s movements. They say it’s for safety, and maybe it is, but the main reason is to monitor everyone, everywhere.”

“Can you escape them anywhere?” Rick asked.

“I don’t think so. They have excellent facial recognition, so if they want you, they’ll find you in minutes.”

Rick thought about this for a while but gradually got used to the cameras, and seeing them no longer bothered him. In some stores, facial recognition was enough to pay. It felt strange at first, but soon it became natural. No one showed cash anymore. Behind all the new experiences, Rick longed for the sea and decided to ask about surfing.

“Does anyone know if you can surf here?” Rick asked one day.

“Uh... what?” he got puzzled looks.

“Surf. There’s a sea right nearby,” Rick repeated, amazed by their reactions.

“Do you know what the sea looks like?” Bryan said. “You definitely don’t want to go there.”

Dan shook his head.

“No water sports here. Most people can’t even swim properly.”

“Okay,” Rick said, slightly surprised.

“But in one park, you can rent small boats. Not the same thing, but if you want, we can go.”

It really wasn’t the same thing, but Rick had already guessed that surfing wasn’t possible here.

“Well, it could still be fun,” Rick said, slightly disappointed, but he wouldn’t lose anything by trying.

They agreed to go on the next free day they had, and Stella decided to join. Group outings had never worked in her favor. The last time, she had waited the entire afternoon for a moment alone with Dan, a chance to talk, anything, but it never came. They hadn’t exchanged a single word. Dan hadn’t even noticed her standing right beside him.

Lately, it felt as if he were slipping further away, carried off by laughter that wasn’t meant for her. Before leaving, Stella whispered a small hope to herself: Just let him notice me. Even a glance would be enough.

The park was familiar ground, safe and predictable. The water, however, was not. She could swim, at least the basics, but the thought of drowning made her stomach tighten.

The weather was deceptively perfect. Sunlight filtered through a pale veil of mist, softening everything. When Dan bent down to tie his shoelaces, and Rick drifted toward the other boys, Stella saw her chance.

They talked about the upcoming vacation. Nothing extraordinary, but Dan was looking at her and smiling. Warmth spread through her chest, almost startling her. For a moment, the world aligned. Rick was far enough away, and she hadn’t felt this hopeful in a long time.

“There, over there,” Rick shouted suddenly, pointing to the boats in the distance.

Dan glanced at the boats and hurried. Stella slowed, trying to catch Dan’s eye again, but he was already hurrying to join the others. The perfect moment was gone, and there was nothing she could do. 

They got into small electric boats, Stella with the girls and Dan with the boys. They rode calmly along the canal lined by the park. Everything looked beautiful and well-kept. One of the boys wanted to get out to buy a drink, and they docked on the bank.

Stella was just about to step out when Rick asked her to stop so he could take a photo. At that moment, Stella lost her balance and fell into the water.

The water was only about half a meter deep, and she wasn’t hurt, but Rick’s phone captured the moment. The picture was blurry, stretched, and her arms looked like wings, ready to take flight. Others laughed, and Stella forced a laugh too.

Even this time, the day hadn’t turned out as Stella had expected. Wet, sad, and disappointed, she returned home. Later, Rick and Dan wrote a funny article about the day for the school newspaper. They included several photos: the park scenery, a group shot of all of them, and that flying photo of Stella.

“Stella!” Rick shouted happily. “Look! You are in the paper!” Rick showed her the newspaper.

Stella looked at the article and photos, and the photo of her flying into the water. She would never have believed it would end up in the school paper for everyone to see. It was certainly Rick’s idea.

Even though she couldn’t be recognized in the photo and the caption only warned about stepping out of a boat, it was still deeply embarrassing for Stella. It was the last straw. In that moment, she’d had enough of Rick. Without saying a word, she turned and walked away. She heard Rick calling her, but she didn’t care. Let him shout for the rest of his life, she thought.

She didn’t want to have anything to do with Rick anymore. He had taken Dan from her and humiliated her once again. She fought back the tears as anger rose inside her. She had never felt so furious, so humiliated. She would never speak to Rick again. Never. She would not even look in his direction. From that moment on, Rick no longer existed for her, and she disappeared into the crowd.
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Chapter 4 Discovery
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“Stella!” Rick shouted. “Stella, wait!”

Rick didn't understand Stella's reaction. No one could even recognize her from that picture. Rick glanced at the guys standing next to him. They just shrugged.

“Stella, wait!” he shouted once more and took a few running steps after Stella, but she had already disappeared.

Rick paused to think about the situation. Was it worth running after her? Maybe he and Dan should apologize or something. At the same moment, he felt a sharp pain shoot from the center of his head down to his toes, and he fainted for a second. Before he opened his eyes, he bumped into something.

“Oh, sorry! Stella!” Rick said and froze. The pain was gone, but the place... the place was strange. Light seemed to ripple across the walls, and he felt as if its reflections were watching him.

Stella gave him a chilling look. If this was another one of Rick’s jokes, she'd strangle him. Kill him with her own hands. She couldn't take any more of his stupid jokes. She turned to him in a rage. All the courtesies she'd learned were gone, and she let the anger she'd been holding in come out.

“What the hell have you done this time?! What kind of brainless idea is this?!”

“Stella, sorry. About that picture... But I don't know anything about this,” Rick said.

Stella looked at Rick in disbelief, then at the place where they were. A dark grey, metallic wall surrounded them on all sides. The space was about five meters in diameter and twenty meters long. The walls and ceiling curved smoothly, with no corners, no doors or windows. No furniture, no other objects. Not a single thing. Just them and their bags—and an emptiness that felt like screaming. In the deep silence, only their own breaths stood out, cutting through the void one after another.

Rick felt his heart pounding, so hard he could almost hear it. The eeriness of the space silenced them both. Previous events seemed to have occurred a long time ago, in some other reality, and suddenly they no longer mattered.

“Rick... What do you think happened? Where are we?” Stella asked quietly, as if speaking normally could wake up some hidden monster.

“I don't know,” Rick replied. “I really don't.” And he looked Stella straight in the eyes.

Stella wanted to scream this was all Rick's fault, and he should now figure out a way to get them out, but there was something so sincere, so apologetic in Rick's eyes that she couldn't. 

She took a cautious step on the uneven surface and noticed that the movement was different, smoother, as if gravity were lower than on the ground. She turned to look at the place to see if there was an opening or a hidden button to push to get out.

Rick checked his phone.

“No signal,” he said. “I wonder what the hell we're going to do now? And what is this?” he groaned as a warning message about a virus appeared on his phone screen.

Just a few weeks earlier, he had installed a new security app. No virus would mess up his phone. He opened the app to check if the virus had already been removed, but the warning window kept popping up. He sighed again. His whole life was on that phone, and losing it would mean the end of his life. 

“Rick. What is it?” Stella asked. “Shall we try to find a way out? Or what are you looking at?”

“Yeah, let's try something,” Rick sighed and put the phone in his pocket. “Did you find anything unusual?”

“Nothing. All the surfaces are smooth. Cold and hard.” And she pounded the wall with her fist. Nothing happened.

Rick looked around again. He had never seen anything like it and couldn't understand how they had gotten there.

“Well, we have to get out because we somehow got here,” he tried to reason. “What was the spot we came to? Do you remember?”

“Somewhere here,” Stella pointed to the spot near where Rick had been standing a moment ago. Her eyes darted around the ceiling, and there it was. A tiny deviation in an otherwise perfectly smooth surface. “Rick, look! There it is. Some kind of hole.” And she pointed to a spot in the ceiling that barely stood out.

“And? Do you really think we came from that? I don't think so. Neither of us could come through a hole
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