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"Wake up, Fabio." Homix's genderless voice was gentle but firm. "It's almost lunch time and your parents are expecting you."

Fabio sighed, hugging his pillow. Sometimes he really hated the house AI's voice, but since Lakshmi had left, it was the only thing that kept him on schedule. Unbelievable how, at twenty, he still needed prodding, be it his mother, his girlfriend or the house AI.

"Fabio..." Homix chided again.

"I'm awake!" he snapped, if only to shut it up. Then he huffed and slowly rolled over in the bed, opening his eyes and staring at the ceiling.

Sunlight came in from the window opening to the north. Another warm October day in the outskirts of Rome. Birds sang in the garden and the house was very quiet. Empty except for him, sleeping in Grandma's bed as he had during childhood.

He glanced outside, then rolled back on his side, facing the wardrobe that took up the whole southern wall. Grandma's perfume still lingered in the room even though she was gone.

Fabio sighed and sat up, stretching his limbs. Enough brooding. He yawned and got out of bed, shuffling to the bathroom. He had missed having a bathtub and more space in the almost two years he had spent in a rented mobile home with Lakshmi. It had been a good home, a little cramped, maybe, but when one was in love, everything seemed perfect. Two hearts and a hut and all that crap.

The first year had been a grand adventure, the two of them wandering through the world, keeping a travelogue and exploring Earth as people used to do in the previous century. Affiliate links on their blog had brought in enough to pay for utilities and food, but then the spartan lifestyle seemed to catch up with his lovely girlfriend, who came from an affluent Indian family, and eventually she had gone home. By plane.

Thank God they hadn't gotten married and she hadn't gotten pregnant. Her parents would have disowned her. Now they had found her the perfect match and she had dutifully gone back, ready to move to her husband's family.

Fabio washed himself, and then glared at his face in the mirror. His shoulder-length raven mane and brown eyes hadn't impressed Lakshmi's parents. He might be an olive-skinned Italian, but he wasn't Indian, so he wasn't good enough for their precious daughter.

One would think that mid-21st century, with Earth part of the Star Nations, some local prejudices should be forgotten, much like the borders that had to be taken down back in 2012 when the planet had entered the galactic civilization. But no, obviously people were still biased and attached to their traditions.

Fabio decided to shave, then went back to the bedroom to dress. His clothes were still in his duffel bag, he hadn't really unpacked yet. Jeans and a white T-shirt. Boots and a leather jacket. Was he forgetting something? He looked around the room.

The digital frame on the wall next to the door had resumed its silent slideshow of pictures, some dating from the 20th century and Grandma's youth with her brother and her elder cousin, Daniele, who had vanished one day in 1982 to come back twenty years later almost unchanged, having met the Star Nations long before the rest of Earth.

One last glance at the digital slideshow that displayed Grandma Simona and her husband Angelo just married, and Fabio left the bedroom with a lump in his throat.

He went downstairs and stopped in the kitchen to make coffee, even though it was almost lunchtime. He had missed Italian espresso too during his travels.

He sat on the couch in the living room with his laptop to sip it, checking blog visits and comments, emails and other messages. Lakshmi had written to tell him of her engagement party and that she wasn't going to contribute to the blog anymore.

He had guessed that much. He felt frustrated, thinking the planet wasn't enough for him anymore. And since he'd lost all ties that kept him here, he should really consider leaving, but to go where?

Sighing, he closed the laptop, washed the cup and was about to go out when Homix spoke again.

"There was another holovid of Harvey Rose posted last night, would you like to watch it this afternoon?"

"Nah," he said, disgusted. "I much prefer the books. Any update on the game?"

"Not yet, I shall inform you as soon as there is."

"Thank you. See you later," he said absentmindedly. Damn, now he was talking to the house AI like he did real people! Oh, well... he had probably missed the smart-house features too in that cramped mobile home.

He stepped out of the smaller half of the duplex house. He should probably go back to the room he'd had as a teenager, but he hadn't decided what to do with himself yet. Sleeping in Grandma's bed had been both soothing and saddening so far.

Lakshmi had dumped him in Dubai, flying back to Hyderabad from there, and he'd given back the mobile home, flying back to Rome just in time to give a final hug to his beloved grandmother Simona, who had died at the ripe old age of eighty-four from a genetic disease the Star Nations hadn't found a cure for.

Her husband Angelo had passed away long before that, so half of Villa Corsetti was now empty. When he had reached Rome and Dad had picked him up at the airport, he had requested to sleep in Grandma's house until after the funeral. She'd been his greatest fan and he'd really miss her.

Fabio walked across the pebbled front yard surrounded by the perfectly trimmed lawn and reached the main door to the other half of the duplex. The house was a very modern construction, two stories high, with a flat roof that functioned as a terrace in the summer. It was surrounded by a few acres of garden and a wall with a gate to keep out intruders.

The east side was smaller, having only two bedrooms and one bathroom upstairs, and a smaller living room and kitchen downstairs. The west side was where Fabio's parents and sister still lived, with a spacious living room with dining room where all the students' parties had been held, and three bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs.

Fabio touched the biometric sensors and entered the house he'd been born in, although it didn't feel like his anymore. Maybe Villa Corsetti was no longer home. Moving out to live with Lakshmi had changed him, obviously. Again he had that feeling that Earth wasn't enough for him anymore and he should get away from it.

He found his father in the posh living room, watching the news. Guido Corsetti was fifty-eight, with balding brown hair and a plump body, since he didn't exercise much. His wife, Paola, was six years younger, and Fabio got his raven mane from her, while his younger sister Giulia, eighteen, was their father's portrait.

"Sit down." Dad patted the couch next to him. "Did you hear about that guy, Hal Dewitt?"

"No, what did he do?" Fabio asked, slumping in an armchair that didn't face the flat-screen TV.

"He was killed by his battery-operated girlfriend!" Dad scoffed. "I sure hope you don't want one of those for your next birthday, those Cyberdolls are unsafe!"

"Why would I want a Cyberdoll?" Fabio glared at his father.

He might have never participated in a beauty pageant, but he knew he wasn't ugly. He'd had plenty of girls gushing over him during high school, and now that Lakshmi was gone, he only needed to get back into the dating game to find a real girl, not a battery-operated sex doll.

"Glad to hear it." Dad beamed. "Did you see the latest Harvey Rose holovid?"

"Nah." He rolled his eyes. "Homix mentioned it was out, but I hate them."

Dad chuckled. "Because you don't like who they cast as Harvey Rose?" he asked, amused.

"That too," he grumbled, looking away.

The videogame was more immersive, as were the books, written in first person, which meant he could imagine himself as Harvey Rose, the former airforce officer turned pirate who was annoyed by excessive alcohol and was a sucker for gratuitous violence. He didn't care if the author had described the character as different from him, with the book he could pretend it was him living those adventures.

"Mm." Guido nodded, thoughtful. "It's funny how each generation has their own hero. For my mother it was Emilio Salgari's books and their TV adaptations – for her Kabir Bedi was Sandokan. I grew up with the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise, movies loosely based on Walt Disney's eponymous theme park ride. And you discovered Harvey Rose, so your pirates are more space pirates, but then, Earth has changed a lot since your grandmother's times."

"And it's her cousin's son who writes them," Fabio said. "Someone born on Marc'harid from Earthling parents who's been wandering the Star Nations since I was born..."

"Are you thinking of following in his footsteps?" Dad asked.

"I don't know. I didn't study space flight or any of that stuff." Fabio shrugged.

"Well, he's coming to Earth soon, so you might want to pick his brain," Dad said, switching off the TV. "I sent him a message about my mother's passing and he said he'll come over to pay his respects."

Fabio gaped at his father. He hadn't had many occasions to meet the writer, David Somma, pseudonym of David Sommaruga Dubois, who was also a starship captain. Not since he'd become adult. It was the first good news in the past couple of months.

Dad winked and smiled. Giulia came into the room and rushed to hug her brother. She had missed him, but he still felt sort of estranged since their grandmother's funeral. Besides, Giulia was eighteen, she'd soon do her end-of-studies trip around the Star Nations and maybe come back with a boyfriend like he had done with Lakshmi.

"Did you hear about our Ambassador to the Star Nations?" Giulia asked, sitting on the couch next to their father. "He wasn't related to Lakshmi, was he?"

"Of course not, he's from Rajasthan, and Lakshmi is back in Hyderabad!" Fabio replied with a shrug.

"Was," his father said. "He's dead. Some kind of accident on the Galactic Showboat, it's not very clear."

"Good, he was an asshole," Fabio said with a








d2d_images/cover.jpg
AuthoHof Fumle Ear fﬁ;dcs
BatbararG

. TARN.

I gy Y
{ ( ‘ H 2
( == | t

i 1 ;e






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





