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Humanity left the world and everyone else along the way. There wasn’t much else to do in such situations. Thousands of years ago, humanity destroyed the only home it had ever known. The people who had lived there for two million years or so had in the final two centuries deprived the planet of any sustainable levels of natural resources. They elected a series of inept yes-men politicians led by a cadre of less than intelligent strong-arm business executive wannabe politicians. All were influenced more by the greed of billionaires and media personalities than the good of the people and welfare. 

Wars over resources, economic sanctions, and human rights were fought with no clear winning, but one definite loser: the common humanity. Those leaders, high upon hills, untouchable by anyone not directly chosen, were safe and protected and yet others, namely the remaining ninety-eight or ninety-nine percent of the earth’s population, were left to fend for themselves. Currencies fell through the imaginary floor that was considered their worth. Fake, or rather, untouchable forms of currency, cyber coinage, were used to replace most paper or metal money. 

However, gold and silver still ruled the global economy and markets. A regular person, though, wouldn’t have been able to stockpile much in the days before the ultimate collapse. Some people knew that a collapse of economies was coming, and so they hoarded the precious metals as much as possible. A few ounces of gold here and there was better than no ounces. Still, one could only stave off starvation for so long. Earth became a wasteland without order, with the leaders fighting for mineral rights, resources, and the regular people fighting for scraps of anything usable. Water, clean water, was worth more than gold, and gold was really the only way to get clean water in the early days. 

Humans, thankfully, were innovative. Some built contraptions to filter and clean the water so that it could be ingested. Maybe not the purest water, but better than drinking brown, stagnant liquid. 

Human ingenuity. That’s the only thing that’s kept us alive this long. Leaving the earth at the earliest convenience was the best and only choice. The moon, Mars, Titan, other planets and moons made to be habitable and survivable, and it seemed that humanity had a chance for a rebound. We screwed ourselves into this position, and now we were suffering, but with the sojourn to new moons and worlds, maybe we would have a chance for a bright new future. However, the leaders still screwed us, and their new plans were more of the same old thing.

Luckily, perhaps divinely, there were those that saw the writing on the wall and sent people away, out into the reaches of the known solar system. They colonized the moon, Luna, in 2032 and then Mars in 2087. From there, the springboard was placed for future endeavors. What came of those once thought to be noble endeavors is less than ideal.

Now, the galaxy is conquered by the human strain that depletes many of the worlds it lives on. Countries exist no longer, only worlds and tribes. Those nations that started the space exploration are gone, dead like the Earth, and now they are killing other worlds in the same way. Those that do thrive have a distinct system of governance that doesn’t rely on killing people with workloads to harvest whatever resources are to be found. 

In 9010, the worlds of our galaxy began drifting towards another catastrophic war for resources. This time the scale of such a war would far outweigh any hope that humanity might still have. There didn’t seem to be any solutions for the galaxy’s depletion of resources. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

What Once Was, Is Again


[image: ]


Jim’s robot maid, Nix, entered Jim’s small bedroom aboard his freightship, as she does each morning. It’s the program that he installed so that he would have an alarm clock of sorts. She made very little sound. Her outer shell of “skin” was made of carbon fiber, while the soles of her feet were rubber. She stood over his bed and placed her articulated hand on his shoulder ever so gently. 

“Jim,” she greeted, in a computerized voice. “It is the time that you requested for me to wake you to wake up.”

Humanity, most of humanity, wanted the robots to keep the voices of 21st-century computers instead of more human tones. Those that wanted human tones were less than social. Nix didn’t look human in any form of reality. She was grey and metallic. She didn’t have hair, though that was a purchased accessory that Jim didn’t purchase. There weren’t any lips nor was there a nose. Only a display with a static image of a face. Nix was a robot, an AI, but she didn’t look human at all.

Jim made no move to wake up, let alone rise. Nix resulted to her second program. She violently shook Jim until he jostled awake. 

“Dammit! I’m up, I’m up, Nix!” he shouted, trying to slide away from the robot’s grasp. “What the hell?! I thought you couldn’t hurt humans?”

Nix regained her normal posture. “I am only doing as you programmed me. I was to shake you awake as my level two program for your morning routine.”

Jim stood up and pulled on a shirt before getting his pants. “Yeah, well, whatever then,” he shrugged before fetching his boots. 

“The ship is on course for the planet of Gerash,” Nix said, following Jim out of the bedroom and down the hall to the galley. 

Jim passed members of his crew, a hardy and rather stoic bunch of men and women with only one goal: making units. Precious resources turned in for their weight in the unit. Resembling silver bars, but not actual silver. Units were the galactic currency that fueled planets, economies, ideas, and lives. The blackhole that was centered in the galaxy rotated around the idea of making as many units as you could before you die. 

“Whatever you guys are doing needs to be put on hold,” Jim called out. “We’re about to begin our approach and need all hands-on deck.”

The crew, with some sluggishness, jumped at the order. It would take the crew at least thirty minutes to get the ship close to the docking transport in the habitable zone of the planet. 

The ship, a hulk-class freighter, was a common ship in the galaxy, and that meant she could handle fifty thousand deadweight tonnage units of cargo. Not a large freighter but one that was durable and built to survive for years on end with the various cargo runs that most captains were expected to do. It was long and plated with stainless steel over a bulk titanium. The entire ship was insulated with a cool environmental mesh that dissipated the heat of planetary landings and collected surrounding heat to combat the chill of open space.

While other ships, newer and larger in build, ran fusion core engines built off tritium and deuterium reactions for propulsion, Jim’s freighter had an ion core, meaning that it didn’t need as much space for an engine containment shell. That freed up more room for cargo, unregistered of course.

The ship was named Legacy, something that Jim wanted to leave in the galaxy, but he wasn’t sure as of late what sort of legacy a cargo runner could leave to anyone. He didn’t have a family. Jim didn’t really want one, not with all of his runs around the galaxy, the time that would be spent away from home. Not only that, but families were not the same anymore. 

Having a family meant that he would have to register into a capital system. Some major planets or star systems would have a capital settlement or possibly a capital city, and Jim would need to claim citizenship at that capital. That would allow him the right to have a wife, and then children. It would also force Jim to pay new taxes. No, Jim enjoyed the life of a spacer, and the lack of legal authority over him by some bureaucratic planetary body. The only authority over Jim and his crew was the Galactic Transportation Authority and their yearly taxes.

Jim knew that in his worldview, and others, currency was everything. Cold, hard, in the hand metals, silver, gold, and platinum. Earth, being a lifeless rock, was useless in the pursuit of such things. 

Maybe, Jim thought, the Earth wasn’t so useless any longer. 

He often thought of crazy ideas while getting ready to moor in his freighter. It kept Jim from getting idle. However, what of Earth?

There had been some intrepid explorers and adventurers over the centuries that journeyed ‘back home’ but none of those brave souls ever returned. The last known explorer to journey to Earth had done so eighty years prior. 

“What pains did mankind have to make to squander Paradise?” Jim thought to himself. He finished mooring the vessel to the air lock. 

Jim and the rest of the crew all heard the telltale hiss of oxygen as the docking bay locked onto the ship. It would take another thirty minutes to acclimatize the docking bay, so Jim picked up an old book. It was a journal from a would-be Earthen explorer who disappeared centuries before.

Jim’s cabin was full of such journals. That wasn’t uncommon for many that voyaged out into the deep reaches of the universe. He dreamed of one day finding something big, like a permanent Earth. While his crew didn’t share his dream or desire to explore or return to an Earth-like planet or maybe the Earth, they did share his love of getting paid. 

The universe was also in a dire state. As humankind ventured ever further out, old habits went along with them. Soon, more planets, once thought to be home and sustainable, were being deprived of precious resources, and as the planets were stripped. So too was oxygen. Humanity was forced yet again to seek shelter and start new lives on space stations or shuttles. 

With the docking bay in the process of sealing, Tamlin, a young member of Jim’s crew, went off to her bunk. It was an unappealing sleeping loft for anyone not accustomed to the spacer life. It wasn’t the life that Tamlin’s parents would have wanted for their daughter, nor their parents for them, but it was the life they all lived. There were tales of her family, shared only within her family and one or two close confidants, that Tamlin’s ancestor was a business magnate and partially responsible for the Great Antarctic Open Pit Mine Collapse of 2101. That collapse resulted in large-scale uranium and manganese poisoning that destroyed two-thirds of the Earth's ecosystems. 

What was left of Earth’s oxygen began to burn off in a mysterious chemical chain reaction that began with the mine collapse. The reaction known as the Burning forced the remaining population to evacuate. Or at least those that could. The air was deadly. Weeks of exposure would kill, and even the best respirators were limited to a few days due to the toxicity in the air. Maybe it was a lucky break that the deforestation, strip mining, overpopulation, and pollution had driven most of the able population off-world by 2120. Those who couldn’t leave, those without the funds to do so, just stayed and died. Some rumors persist that some people adapted, somehow.

Tamlin switched on her news viewer. She dropped onto the bed and clicked through a few channels. She groaned in frustration with the lack of programming, only seeing more of the latest news about the president of the nearby planet Yargis Prime, Victor Sternlove. Once again, railing on about the dangers of one set of humans from some other planet and their desire to commit crimes against the people of Yargis Prime. That and his demanding the populace of other planets to pay higher prices for trade shipments. Of course, his supporters were fanatical about him. Almost worshipping him, but perhaps they were passed the point of almost. To some, he was the prophesied coming of a divine being.

Victor Sternlove knew the power of control. He controlled the media, the economy, and the people. The human population might be traversing the universe, in shuttles and space stations, or inhabiting whatever planet they could settle, but Victor was the main one in control. Sure, every planet had a president or dictator, but it seemed more and more, Victor sought to put himself above them all. 

Perhaps that was the curse of it all. Mankind let egotistical psychopaths that flaunted themselves as successful businessmen, or men and women claiming to be there for the people just to gain power through political means. Then, those leaders eroded the checks and balances of the ruling governments, taking away the voting rights with executive and court orders. Leaving only the corporations and their paid politicians as the winners, with a single-minded ruler, a president turned dictator for life in charge. With the rule of capitalistic mercantilism as the rule of law. 

Tamlin scoffed at the latest message of Sternlove and his new tariffs against another planet. Tariffs that would choke both planets into a recession. 

“It’s all legal as long as it turns a profit,” Tamlin said to herself before laying back on her pillow.
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Traveling great distances wore people out. More so in space. Not surprisingly, alternative substances made the time go by faster and easier. It wasn’t necessarily illegal, nor was it legal. More or less the governments tolerated it. Faster than light travel hurts. 

Pix helps.

FTL will age and deteriorate the body. It hurts the joints and strains the brain and eyes. Motor functions are affected and harmed from continued use, eventually making the spacer numb and dead within, while keeping the person alive and a mindless husk. Brain waves stop, heart rates drop to almost nothing, and eyes stop seeing light. Pix slows and dulls all of that. It’s also cheap and easy to process. The chemical makeup, which gives it the funny name, was first discovered by mining the polar regions of Mars.

Thought first to be just another stimulant, Pix was later, much later, found to help spacers fly further, and without as many adverse effects. This in turn led to the Pix wars of 5333. Most spacers had been using Pix for getting through the rips without a form of cryo-sleep. Pix kept them awake. It allowed the crew to function. Highly addictive and eventually it would cause a sort of lunacy. It’s a double-edged sword.

Being out in the vast reaches of space, the connection between the eyes and the mind will sometimes, oftentimes, become strained and frayed. With Pix over time it will become further strained, more frayed and different. The stimulant would allow for many more, different, neuroreceptors and transistors to replace the normal ones, forcing visions and oddities into the person’s brain. Jim used Pix. All of his crew did, too. 

Docking at the spaceport would give the crews a chance to replenish their supplies of the much-needed stimulant. Something about the artificial worlds they were creating in space shuttles and stations felt off, and Pix normalized it. The docking would also allow them to unload their payloads and hire on for the next shipment. 

The docking bay was finally attached, sealed, and prepped. Jim led the crew towards the spaceport. 

“Paul,” Jim called out to his quartermaster. “Get our crates of Pix and other supplies for a trip out.”

“Yes, cap’n,” Paul replied. “Any timeline?”

“Make it four months at least,” Jim answered.

Jim and the rest of the eight-person crew went down to the bar and brothels of the exotic spaceport with endless possibilities to get lonely sailors in trouble. 

There the crew could unwind, getting acclimated to a more stable form of gravity. Not an earthen measure of gravity, mind you. Given every planet’s different measure of gravity, plus the often-miscalculated artificial gravity out on the shuttles and stations, no one could tell the true Earth gravity any longer. That equation was lost centuries ago.

In the bars, AI human robots walked around providing drinks, food, and comfort. The amazingly lifelike features of the robots developed over the many centuries that they were in use was nothing short of playing God. The AI beings could think, reason, and do almost anything humans could do. 

Almost. 

All except give birth, give blood or organs, or get sick. Of course, other things might be limitations, but that is just nuance. They were indistinguishable. 

At Largo Nine Port, where Jim docked his ship, the AI ran the entire port. They ran the market on the Pix trade, and given that Pix was government funded (secretly), many thought, with good reason, that the AI were also government funded. It wasn’t a great leap to make that connection considering the stranglehold AI markets had on every planet and space station. It was an open secret that the AI markets, and the individual robots would collect the user end data and even integrate with human communities. What used to be unlawful centuries prior, marriage between AI and humans, was now legal and more common, but still rather rare on the whole. This meant many AI within human communities and crews with no reprisals, such as being shut down or deprogrammed. In fact, shutting down an AI unit was now forbidden within many governments.

With the exception of Nix, Jim didn’t take on any AI. He knew his crew were all human. He’d seen them bleed plenty of times. Not as a test, but rather in the normal working conditions with moving freight. Jim wasn’t sure what he’d do if an AI, other than Nix, tried to join. What could it contribute? That would be the telling factor. Some planetary systems still did forbid the mixing of AI and human working crews for profit. However, those laws weren’t always enforceable at various levels or docking ports where the laws were much laxer. And certainly not in the far reaches of space where laws didn’t exist beyond the captain’s word. Besides, how would he know it was AI without the legal decoration, which wasn’t always enforced? 

Thus, things went on as they always do, as easy and as profitable as possible. 

It would take Jim and his crew, with the help of four AI freight loaders, eight hours to offload his delivery and then load up a new shipment. The freight always moved. It had to. Resources were needed to keep the galactic economy moving. Even small ships like Jim’s were a major cog in the economic gears of the galaxy.

Jim gathered his crew, a couple of them snorting or ingesting their daily ration of Pix as he dropped his files on the command console. 

“Nix pulled a galactic trade order,” he said. The crew were listening intently, knowing the meaning. “We’ve never had a government contract before, but we do now, so let’s not fuck it up.”

“Where to, cap’n?” George, the crew’s cook, asked. 

“Mars. Offloading mining equipment,” Jim replied.

“I thought that was a no fly-zone?” Paul asked. 

“It is, but we have clearance for this one run and back out of the perimeter cloud,” Jim answered. 

The cloud was actually a network of ionized shield beacons that was in place to prevent unauthorized ships from going in or out. It was a security gate, and every government-owned planet had one. Some of the wealthier citizens, not wanting to be bothered or trying to hide something, also installed clouds around their small worlds. With the order, Jim received a transmitter that would allow travel in and out of the cloud.

Jim went to his manifest. Mostly it was full of redacted lines, but he noted a four-month supply of Pix. 

“We’re lean on Pix for this run, so try not to overdo it,” Jim told his crew. “Get some extra Pix and fuel before we leave port, Paul. An extra month’s worth of each.”

“Any stations between here and Prox B? Since it is on the way,” Tamlin asked. “or further out before we hit the Sol System?”

“One,” Jim answered. “But with our drop date of three months and considering that it’ll take every day of those months just to get to planetside. We’ll have to wait until we finish the run.”

“Earth is close to Mars, cap’n,” Hugh, one of the crewmen mentioned. “About as close as any other planet outside the old system.”

“Not even the old system is legal to fly into,” Tamlin added. “I doubt Earth is going to be within reach.”

“No, but we aren’t going on a joyride,” Jim reminded everyone. 

“It would be kind of trippy to see the old system and see what all the fuss is about,” Paul said. 

“Ain’t nothing there but rock and dust,” George responded. 

“I guess we’ll never know,” Hugh added.

Jim nodded and then dismissed his crew while he prepped the ship for detaching from the spaceport. He wondered to himself what of the old Earth. 
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Later that night, Jim sat alone at the command module. The galaxy silently flew by around him as he took in the calmness of space. He often had a crew member sit with him while piloting, but the ship was on auto, and Jim could relax this way. He was reading from a book when Tamlin walked onto the command deck. 

She saw Jim sitting and reading. She glanced at the cover. 

Mars. What it was. 

A title she had heard of but had not read. Of course, everyone knew of Mars, and the other Sol worlds that orbited the original yellow sun. All now owned by one or more government factions. The source of perpetual worlds in the Sol Quadrant. 

Mars, however, was the first exo-Earth colony that was turned into a home world, and the one that signaled a chain of events where humanity spread out across the vastness of space. 

Tamlin sat down across from Jim. “You always seem to read history, Cap’n.” 

Jim looked up from his book. “We can’t know where the wind takes us without knowing where we came from. It all repeats.”

“And Mars? We aren’t heading there for a long time.”

Jim sighed before replying. “No one is. At least no one that isn’t official.” 

“How did it all happen? Mars and us being all over the galaxy?” Tamlin asked. 

“Mars wasn’t like any other planet or colony. It was the first and hardest to colonize. Three crews failed before the fourth succeeded, but just barely. They had to ship the first survival modulars and those only fit five people. Every six months they were sent another modular and crew, until finally the settlers, mostly scientists, had the ability to put one hundred people on Mars. After that, the miners started to head out to the planet, along with construction crews. Once they got there, the ore flowed,” Jim said, referring to the precious minerals that Mars’ extreme geography produced. 

Aluminum, titanium, and nickel were three big ones, but that was soon followed by phosphorus, sulfur, and scandium. 

“The geologists also found subterranean rivers and reservoirs of liquid water. With so many discoveries of Earth-like substances, Mars was close to whole,” Jim continued. “Some genius scientists figured out a way to get the oxygen from the water under the surface and out into the thin atmosphere with an air sphere generator. Mars finally had air again, though at a lower level than Earth at the time. Yet, that began the terraforming. Within a decade, Mars was green again,” Jim glanced out the port side window. 

Outside the ship, the stars passed by, or rather they looked as if they were passing by. Rather, the ship moved past the distant gas giants. 

Jim looked back at Tamlin. “Didn’t you learn all this in school?”

“I didn’t go,” Tamlin said, shrugging her shoulders. “Most of my friends didn’t.”

Jim gave her a confused look. 

“Back on Keplar Cygnus, the government runs the schools. They teach kids only about the theology of the government that runs the planet. Everything I ever learned about history, I had to learn on my own.”

Jim nodded. “That happens. Few realize that Earth is a wasteland because of their ancestors. They pride their business deals and profits instead of sustaining our own planet. No,” Jim sighed. “Our ancestors just kept hopping to new planets and ruined them, too. Until the Holy Wars of 4212, one government controlled everything in the galaxy.”

“Then maybe breaking up the galaxy like they did was a good thing?” 

“Who’s they?” Jim asked. 

“The people who fought the wars?”

Jim shook his head. “It wasn’t them. They, the people that fought in the wars, were led by the megalomaniacs and lied to as a form of control. Turning them against themselves. Lies to brainwash brothers against brothers, friends against friends, and tearing the populace apart with charismatic misinformation. The people who fought in the wars were pawns that the different faction leaders, all using religion, politics, cultured hatred, and fear. Those fighters were just fodder in battles. THEY died on distant, strange worlds because of the greed and lies of more powerful, greedy men.”

“At least we have found new worlds. A chance to make it right again,” Tamlin responded, trying to be optimistic. 

“The wealthy who funded the space research and exploration of the 21st century were the same ones who destroyed Earth and then Mars with their policies and pollution.”

Tamlin sat quietly. She had heard others talking about history before. The history of the galaxy was a tricky thing. 

‘You ask ten people the same question about the history of the galaxy, and you would get ten different answers. Each swearing to be right, and willing to physically fight, maybe kill the others. Everyone was just so committed to being right.’ Tamlin thought. ‘But Jim didn’t have the same attitude. He wasn’t trying to be right, or to convince anyone that he should be considered right. Jim just spoke as if he had been there and had seen it all happen. His words echoed as the entire history unfolded right before his eyes. Jim just knew the truth.’ Tamlin concluded.

The time before space travel, real space travel and not just orbiting Earth or joy rides for the wealthy, was much of the same as it was now. Looking back, little had changed. Few held the power. Mostly just greedy businesspeople turned fascists. Maybe they had always been. Some thought that leaving Earth would help the situation. Maybe it did at first. In the early years, perhaps. People thought venturing off-world would usher in a new age of exploration. A wonderful dream that started with promise, but soon the fascists followed. Greed followed. 

What soon evolved was a military complex where citizenship could only be obtained through ten years of military service. However, because of the near constant wars, most
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