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Chapter 1


Side effects
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We are approaching the third millennium. Despite scientific, religious, and other efforts, our human spirit stays wrapped in mystery. The main reason may be our limited technology (or our limited beliefs).

From a practical standpoint, humanity shouldn't perform lab experiments involving the human spirit today. God knows what some crazy scientists or religious extremists might do.

However, a group of ostracized scientists tries to explore and understand hypothetical scenarios about how our spirits survive outside our bodies.

The woman paused in her reading and examined the book's cover to see the author's name.

"Um! Who wrote this book? Ron Dacian? I've never heard of him!" the woman whispered, sitting on a large bed (too large for that small spaceship's cabin). The book was a small gift received at the end of a summer course last year. Due to past events, the opening words had a profound impact on her. "Perhaps I will read it later," she said, looking around to clear her mind of her upset.

The woman had a bad habit of loudly expressing her thoughts in bed. She didn't care that her whispers disturbed the cabin owner's sleep. Bio-Ella was her name, and she hoped her partner, Albert, would wake up, but he just rolled over to the other side. 

The woman placed the book on the small bedside table. For a moment, she felt like she was on a disappointing vacation in a mediocre hotel room.

The man near her (the spaceship's captain, too) was entitled to a larger cabin, and he had one. For this trip, other entities occupied the captain's quarters: a multicolored crowd of plants in an improvised greenhouse with its own story. 

Bio-Ella, who agreed to share the captain's small, temporary cabin and bed during brief nighttime visits, requested in exchange to use the entire captain's quarters for an experiment involving different green beings (flowers and small trees). During the speed test, their spaceship would reach the highest speed ever flown by a human spacecraft in outer space, and Bio-Ella wanted to test the plants at that speed. Their small spacecraft didn't have a room set up for this, so plants and a small lab could only fit in the captain's quarters.

Albert, the captain, generously gave up his apartment and chose to live in the actual cabin despite its smaller size. However, he wanted a bigger bed despite how it looked. Bio-Ella, the woman pilot, insisted on having a larger mirror in the same small cabin for her quick visits, of course. Thanks to these two wishes, the cabin resembled an urban hotel room, complete with office-style furniture.

Across from the bed, in a niche, stood a small desk with two armchairs. They weren't meant for any elaborate work by the captain. Besides the furniture, Bio-Ella knew Albert had hidden a small refrigerator filled with drinks behind a side wall. 

The bureau, chairs, and refrigerator primarily served another visitor: Stan. He was the other pilot aboard. During this time, he was working in the spaceship's command room, on duty. Stan visited the same captain's cabin at different times (when the captain decided it was evening) to have a drink and share a historical story with the drowsy captain. And those were all the guests in the captain's cabin. 

Why are there so few visitors? It's simple! Only five people worked and lived inside that small spacecraft. 

Besides the two pilots and the captain, the rest of the crew included two engineers, Dan and his younger colleague. They worked in the engine room and didn't want to bother the captain with their issues. (Perhaps not too many problems because the engine was new.) Not bothering the captain - that was what Albert appreciated the best about his crew.

A small digital clock on the door frame flashed.

"Oh, it's time for my shift!" the woman whispered again, this time much louder than before, but Albert didn't wake up, not even this time.

"Albert! Albert!"

"Hmm," the captain replied. 

He just opened his eyes and looked up at the ceiling, which was filled with stars. For a moment, he remained still.

"Oh, he still sleeps with his eyes open, seeming to watch artificial stars on the ceiling," the woman thought.

Another brilliant idea of the captain was to fill the cabins' ceilings with randomly arranged bright stars, except in the command room. There, a large, well-lit, realistic map of outer space decorated the ceiling. Despite the stars' brightness, the control center never had enough light. Only the control panels in front of the pilots' chairs had adjustable, individual lighting.  

The captain aimed to create an environment that would allow him to remain hidden as long as possible. As a result, no one knew what he thought or did during his brief, infrequent visits to the command room. 

The company's personnel who built the spacecraft followed the captain's wishes because Albert's father was the company's president and owner. The designers couldn't refuse any minor suggestions about the spaceship's interior design. 

Besides that, Albert, the captain, also held the title of vice president of the company. Only the title; someone else actually had the power. Because their father was mainly traveling, his younger brothers, Theodore and Eduard (called Ted and Ed), were the company's real managers. In his brother's eyes, Albert was a sort of black sheep of the family.

"Albert!" Bio-Ella insisted, gently shaking him.  

"What? What happened? Did we go off course?" the captain asked loudly, raising his head.

Awake... or rather, not, Albert still knew he and his crew had to reach a small, remote destination in outer space. From there, the spaceship needed to perform a simple speed test on a circular path around the Sun. As a first-time captain venturing into space, Albert wasn't confident that his spaceship would spot that tiny, moving dot in the vastness of our solar system. Hard task! And this wasn't his only concern.

The spaceship was new, equipped with a revolutionary propulsion engine, and was gradually heading toward its first speed test. It would be the company's first semi-official test, which could be for him a turning point in his father's eyes. If everything went smoothly...

Their captain, on his first voyage, aimed for a successful outcome, but he had a different interpretation of what 'speed test' might mean. From the very first day in outer space, he insisted that the crew not overload the engines. The engineers fully agreed with him.

"Dear crew, this is an internal test with our referral partners. The observers are from our company. During this first test, this first race, we will operate at 90% capacity of our engines, no more," the captain often reminded his team of this personal demand. 

And the pilots also agreed with him. During his visits to the command deck of the spaceship, his first question when entering the deck was: 

"How do the engines work? What is our current speed?"

The engines are running at half capacity. The engineers still want to perform some verifications," the pilot on duty said. 

"And what about the spaceship's speed?" Albert insisted.

"It's under half of cruise speed," the same pilot informed him.

The anxiety he occasionally experienced came and went, but what lingered was his sleepiness. Both feelings were probably caused by the medication he was required to take for space sickness and the habits he adopted along with it.

"Some people experience space sickness, which feels very similar to seasickness. Thanks to the medications, the symptoms decrease; however, a few troublesome side effects will remain, and the most persistent one will be sleepiness," his doctor explained.

Before taking medication for space sickness, Albert had some concerns about potential side effects. He asked for clarification on two key topics related to his treatment: drinking in the evening with Stan and having sex at night with Bio-Ella. 

"Will I sleep all the time?"

"No. You might feel drowsy for at least a week." His doctor assured him. 

His doctor emphasized that he should avoid sleeping for long periods. Brief naps at regular intervals are preferable.

"Don't sleep too long at once; sleep more often. For example, four or five times a day," the doctor repeated.

"No problem! Four or five naps in 24 hours means I'll have more evenings and nights," the captain said happily. He counted how many times Bio-Ella had to visit him according to their greenhouse deal. After learning that the medication would not ruin his evenings and nights (but multiply and improve them), he put aside his worries about the other side effects. 

*****
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BIO-ELLA, THE ONLY woman with flesh and blood on board, was used to his mood swings, which ranged from sleepiness, confusion, and absent-mindedness to sudden bursts of energy. She understood these were all side effects of the medication and that they wouldn't last long, likely only until the end of their voyage. (From her point of view)

When Albert expressed his worries, the woman comforted him. 

"Please stop worrying about the ship! There is nothing wrong with it. Let's do that test and head back home. We have a lot of things to do in the future!" Bio-Ella said as usual and got out of bed.

Albert had woken up slowly and sat back on the edge of the bed, not too concerned about what his girlfriend meant when she said, 'a lot of things to do.' For now, he had more urgent matters to deal with. First, he was searching for the first piece of clothing to put on.  

"Albert," Bio-Ella resumed the conversation, noticing the book on the side table. "What do you think is beyond this world?"

"What can there be? Other worlds, of course! We're neither the first nor the last, and some divine fate doesn't favor us," Albert said. The naked man put on his sandals.

"That's not what I wanted to know. What do you think is beyond this Universe?" the woman asked.

"Another Universe, of course! This one isn't the first, nor will it be the last. The world doesn't play favorites," Albert answers, still caught in sleepy automatism. "What would you like to ask me, Bio? Get to the point! You know I lose interest quickly when you don't get straight to it," he pressed.

Bio-Ella, whom the ship's captain sometimes called Bio (because of her passion for biology), smiled and wondered if it was worth elaborating further. 

"Forget it! Some other time," she said. Bio-Ella looked lost in her thoughts as she stood on the other side of the bed. Not for long. She got out of bed and carefully continued dressing in her pilot uniform. It was time for her to get back to her daily duties on board. 

Captain Albert had an extensive collection of spaceship uniforms in his wardrobe—a gift from his wife, Emma. Besides uniforms, he also had a separate personal collection of clothes. 

Why? Because he preferred wearing shorts, a floral-patterned shirt, and sandals on board his spaceship. Thus, he dressed quickly and easily. 

On the other side of the bed, unlike Albert, who was already dressed in Hawaiian-style clothes, Bio-Ella's uniform was coming together piece by piece as it was scattered across the cabin floor. She really liked her pilot uniform for the spacecraft.

Bio-Ella dressed meticulously, paying attention to details. As she gazed at herself in the large mirror on the wall, something still seemed to trouble her. A look of upset crossed her face. She remembered her brother liked the uniform, too. 

"Come on, Albert! We have a lot of things to do!" Bio-Ella tried to divert her thoughts. In fact, she couldn't stop thinking about her brother, Victor, a military pilot. He has been declared missing in action. After Victor's disappearance, she poured all her energy into one thing: figuring out how to rescue Victor, because she knew more than the army did.

Albert was unaware of it, but Bio-Ella had already selected him for a purpose, and he would play a crucial role in her plan. That means 'a lot of things to do...'

"What is beyond this world, beyond this life? An afterlife, of course," the captain said, still thinking of Bio's question. 

He recalled the topic because he was unsure how to react to Bio-Ella's attitude, especially when he saw her sadness.

"Yeah, that's right. Among other possibilities, there could also be an afterlife. What does it look like? I don't know! However, I don't believe a perfect, special world exists. It would be boring," he continued. 

Bio-Ella was still dressing and didn't speak. So, Albert continued dreaming.

"Afterlife, other universes... I'd love for us to be together there. That would be incredible! We might have a wonderful experience," Albert said continuously and sometimes incoherently. He wasn't very familiar with such discussions.

"Yeah. I will think about it," Bio-Ella said coldly. The woman valued her independence and resented others making plans for her, especially on such a long timeline. 

"Yes, you and me," Albert repeated monotonously, still lying in bed, and still a married man, though not to Bio-Ella. 

She shifted his attention away from the topic of "we'll live happily together forever..." as she finished her mirror examination.

"Albert, do you believe in the human spirit?" 

"Hmm, in what?" Captain replied. He was getting up and looking in the same mirror, but standing behind Bio-Ella. 

Because they were of very different heights, there was enough space for both of their faces to be reflected on. Albert was a tall man in his forties, with blonde hair and a Nordic face, complemented by blue eyes. Bio-Ella took pride in being a Mediterranean girl with black hair, a round face, green eyes, and sensual lips. 

"Oh, how could I explain for your understanding?! Our spirit is the entity that is dressed in a human body and perhaps also in other costumes."

"Did the human spirit have a suit collection like mine?! Wow! Yes, I believe it!" Albert yelled gladly.

Bio-Ella frowned at him again. The man took a step back, his body language showing a shift in his opinion.

"I believe! Certainly! But not right now," he repeated a few stupid words to avoid further questions on the same topic. 

That phrase left Bio-Ella speechless...
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Chapter 2


A sluggish mail carrier
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The couple left the cabin and stepped into the elevator. Bio-Ella looked at the spaceship image displayed in the lift. Seeing it often, she changed her opinion about the spaceship's shape; it wasn't so ugly after all.

Bio-Ella recalled that during their first show, the spaceship made a striking impression on the audience. From the outside, the shape resembled two solid circles connected to form an eight, positioned between two trapezoidal prisms. The upper trapezoidal prism housed their cabins and command room. The lower prism, which contained the major engine components, including the artificial gravity system, was slightly larger and, naturally, upside down. The spaceship also featured an additional element: two small wings placed right in the middle of the two-circle structure.

Ikara was the name given to their spaceship, mainly because of those small horizontal wings on each side. These wings supported the auxiliary power sources for the particles in their accelerator (the structure resembling the "8").

Albert paid little attention to the exterior shape of his spacecraft or any technical details, including how his spaceship's engines worked.

The indoor spaces were a significant challenge for him. He often ended up in different areas by chance because he didn't know how to operate the spaceship elevators. However, he loved exploring, or more specifically, sightseeing. This means he enjoyed looking at all these public rooms without having to leave the elevator to go to any specific place.

At the top of the trapezoidal prism was the ship's command deck. Albert usually went there often but never stayed long. Now, he had to wait longer because a significant test was coming up in about half an hour. 

The project managers named the spaceship Ikara after the mythological figure Icarus, the son of Daedalus. (Ikara is the female version of the name.) 

In his mythological legend, Icarus melted the wax bindings of his wings because he flew too close to the Sun. 

Albert was worried that the same issue might happen with Ikara's wings. 

That's why he insisted on doing the test close to Jupiter, far from the Sun.

"Will our wings withstand this intense test?" the captain worried.

"Albert, our wings contain tough materials and can resist very high heat," Bio-Ella told him.

"But this spaceship can fly without its wings. Isn't it? Here we are in outer space. It's not like being on an airplane in Earth's atmosphere." The captain found a reasonable explanation for his peace of mind.

The lady pilot ignored another of Albert's unusual concerns and focused on the elevator controls and buttons. A large screen displayed them, looking like a chessboard with small colored pieces. There were too many for the captain, who didn't like chess. 

"They're driving me crazy!" he complained during the first few days. "I can't even tell how many lifts there are!" 

"Albert, there are only two elevators." Bio-Ella tried to calm him down. 

"I don't believe it. There are so many doors on every floor! There must be many more elevators," he argued. 

Albert believed he was right because the elevators didn't just move up and down. When called, they could also travel horizontally and possibly to other places... 

During his first days on board, Albert explored his spaceship, randomly pressed buttons, and looked around whenever the doors opened, without stepping outside. When he was lost inside his little spaceship, he would call on an ever-present secret helper. Her voice and presence were everywhere. She was the only person he could trust, no matter what. Whether he was in trouble, someone above always made sure things returned to normal.

During the ultimate moments of their elevator ride, Albert asked the woman, 

"Bio-Ella, what will we do if these engines fail during the test run?"

" I don't know! Ask Dan, the chief engineer. After all, the engineers handle the engines. We have two engineers and two engines. I think Dan and his colleague should be able to handle any issues that might come up," Bio-Ella answered.

"During the test, should we hold these new engines at 90 percent power?" Albert asked. 

"Dear captain! It is a test! You may use the full power and something more," Bio-Ella replied as a joke.

Before their conversation could continue, the elevator door opened, and they stepped onto the spaceship's command deck. Albert followed behind as Bio-Ella confidently moved toward the control panels in front of an imposing screen. For Albert, it was always a dull show playing on that screen. It displayed what was happening outside. Many stars shimmered in the dark expanse of space. Somewhere in the middle was an unmistakable landmark with a small label: the planet Jupiter. Nearby, there was a smaller marker for their meeting spot — the space station.

A pilot was dozing in one of the large armchairs by the control panels. What else could he do while watching such a movie? The sleeping man was Stan, a top-tier pilot. Bio-Ella was the second pilot, but when she approached him, he stood up respectfully despite holding a rank higher than hers. 

"Anything unusual, Stan?" asked Bio-Ella. The woman did that as usual at the start of her work shift. 

"Nothing," replied the pilot, leaning back in his armchair. His role as spacecraft supervisor was complete, but he stayed on the command deck to watch the speed test.

A few meters behind the pilots' chairs, the project managers assigned a more commanding seat for Captain Albert. That seat marked the boundary between the human world and the realm of machines. 

Further back sat a middle-aged woman dressed in a well-fitted, fashionable housekeeper's outfit that flattered her figure perfectly. She looked smaller and rounder than Bio-Ella. She was none other than Albert's constant assistant, and no one was more helpful with his problems than this rubicund lady-robot. 

Albert still felt embarrassed talking to her face-to-face. Only when she wasn't near him, he'd talk to the walls all day: "Mrs. Wilma! Mrs. Wilma!" Now that she's right beside him, though, he's shy about directly asking the lady-robot for help, especially with others around.

Behind the housekeeper, the unexplored area extended roughly half of the command deck. Small screens and many artificial lights lined the walls. That was a space Albert had never visited.

"Too many buttons, screens, and strange lights," was his first impression. He continued to have that impression every time he entered the command room, glancing at the glowing points on the back walls. 

This time, like every other last visit, he only gave a quick glance before heading toward his armchair behind the pilots. He preferred to look at the ceiling, filled with stars that moved together like in a planetarium. With his disposal, he could have changed the software and added comets or anything else among the stars.

"Hello, Captain Albert!" Stan saluted. "How's it going with the medication? Is it better?" 

"Same as usual. I can't get rid of the side effects of these drugs. I think the doctor gave me the wrong dosage," Albert complained. 

"Don't worry, it will pass. We all react differently to medical treatments, but I think the same thing happened to me on my first few flights. It's probably related to the vestibular system and the effects of artificial gravity, then," Stan reassured him.

"Hmmm," Albert muttered to himself, appearing worried about that.

"How are the engines working?" he asked, as usual, to the wrong people. However, the engineers were somewhere in the engine room, and Albert was too lazy to call them on screen.

"They are ready for the test," Stan answered.

In the end, the captain dared and said, turning to face the central figure on the command deck. 

"Hello, Mrs. Wilma! Albert was always respectful toward the female android, aside from one minor incident at their first meeting when he made a sexual remark and tried to touch her. (The lady robot reported him to his wife.) 

"What's going on around here, Mrs. Wilma?"

"You have a new message from your wife, Mrs. Emma. She would appreciate a quick response," the lady robot announced to him.

"Mrs. Wilma, a private screen, please!" Albert asked. A tablet screen unfolded from an extension in front of his armchair. Almost immediately, it displayed the round face of a woman in her thirties. 

Everything was dark before Albert's eyes: Emma's skin and her dress in deep blue shades. In this picture, his wife seemed the opposite of Albert's pale-skinned husband, who wore beach clothes.

"She seemed to enjoy dressing in a uniform, like Bio," Albert thought. 

To dissociate from this association, he focused on her hair, which featured vivid dark red hues that caught the eye. 

Now, Albert's pale face turned serious, while a voice chattered. 

"Darling," said the adorable little face framed by vibrant red hair on the screen.

"It feels like you've been gone for a long time, but it's only been three or four days?" The redhead looked surprised for a second, but quickly returned to her usual smile. 

"Sorry, you know how
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