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Chapter 1 The Tower

Several eager students were on board the spaceship. They were hanging out in the viewport lounge watching the stars go by. They had just passed Mars and were now navigating through the asteroid belt. None of them were scared that the ship would hit any of the asteroids.

They were all young, to be sure. But they were full of life. They were ready for their university lives to begin. Unlike other universities, the University of Ceres had just one year program. A select few were accepted into the program. Many students were encouraged to take the classes online instead of going to the university itself. Many did choose this option. But a few still wanted to go. Or their parents wanted to ship them off.

It had been a long trip for many people. Especially the crew of the spaceship. They had to travel around the solar system collecting the students from wherever they lived. Many had to take shuttles to meet the larger spaceship before boarding. Once all the students were on board, it didn’t typically take long to get to Ceres.

This time as often was the case, many of the students had come from Earth and not the colonies. There wasn’t much point in taking students from the colonies as they already had the practical knowledge that was taught in the program. Also, they didn’t usually apply for the same reason. But it wasn’t unusual for students from Earth’s moon or Mars to apply. And that was where this group for this year’s program were all from.

The program was one that was highly prestigious. Many people wanted to learn. It included practical lessons, which typically were done in virtual reality. The University of Ceres had a virtual reality classroom complete with full virtual reality gear. All students who went to the university had to use that classroom. The program was known as Survival in Space and on Planets Other Than Earth. Only 100 students could be accepted for the one year program at the University of Ceres. Of course to earn its reputation, the program was quite rigorous and intensive.

There was, of course, one regular lecture hall classroom. It was for background material. Much of the practical part of the material was done in the virtual reality classroom. In previous years, some practical work was done outside the dome on the asteroid itself. That part could be dangerous, but it didn’t deter anyone from trying. That was the one part that many people who didn’t go to the University of Ceres couldn’t duplicate. Not everyone who took the online classes could get access to full virtual reality gear. So, the virtual reality classes were typically better at the university itself.

Needless to say, many potential employers preferred to hire students who had gone to the University of Ceres rather than those who just took online classes. These selected 100 students from around the solar system all knew that. So as they were gathered in the viewport lounge, they watched the asteroid of Ceres get larger on their approach.

At first there wasn’t much to see. Then everyone started seeing it nearly all at once. The tower. The symbolic representation of the University of Ceres. A major component of its logo. Everyone was familiar with the tower of the University of Ceres. But few in the solar system ever saw it in person.

“Wow!”

“Do you see that!”

It kept growing before them the closer their spaceship approached.

“Amazing!”

“Oh my goodness!”

“Oh my cat!”

“Oh my dog!”

The tower was majestic. It was a lone figure shining brightly against the black background of space. Many of the selected students couldn’t believe what they were seeing. They murmured to those next to them about the beauty of the tower. It loomed over the asteroid as if it was floating out in space itself.

Yet, it was perfectly safe underneath the dome, which covered the whole university and the spaceport. The closer the spaceship got, the more clear it became that the spaceport and university weren’t too close to each other. There was a tunnel which connected the two. The dome itself was transparent and nearly invisible, especially from faraway.

The new students couldn’t stop looking at the tower. It was clearly the tallest thing on the asteroid. It was all planned that way. One has to wonder if the founders of the university knew what they were creating when they created the University of Ceres. The founders were identical twin brothers and professors. They admitted in a rare interview that they intended the tower to be as big and as important as it was.

It was a strong symbol. It held the clock. A clock which had included many different times from different planets throughout the solar system. It kept accurate time for all the individual colonies around the solar system. But the main time was set to standard solar system time. There was no daylight savings time at all. There simply was no need in a solar system where humans had spread out everywhere.

It was bad enough that the different planets and moons had different times. So people adapted by having a local time and a solar system time everyone recognized. It was the only logical solution in a solar system united by the Internet. Especially when there could and were events anyone could attend online anywhere in the solar system. How else would anyone know what time they could go to those online events?

The crew of the spaceship got on the intercom. “Attention passengers. We will be arriving shortly to Cere’s Spaceport. Please return to your seats and strap yourselves in.”

“Aww, man, but I wanted to keep viewing the tower!”

Others joined in the laments. Soon the flight attendants arrived in the viewport lounge. “Sorry, everyone, but you do need to return to your seats now. That’s it, go on.”

The selected students complained a bit more, but they made their way to their seats. Not in unison did they all sit down and strap themselves back in. But they did comply in enough time. The flight attendants were soon sitting down and strapped in as well.

“We are approaching the spaceport now. In about 10 minutes we will be landing on Ceres.”

“Yay!”

“Yippee!”

“Woohoo!”

Others joined in, but no one left their seats. Others smiled. Some shook their heads.

The spaceship landed softly on the surface of Ceres. But no one was allowed to leave the ship just yet. They had to wait several minutes for the tunnel to be connected to the exit door. And wait they did. Once it was connected they were allowed to unstrap themselves and grabbed their luggage.

Soon the flight attendants were saying goodbye to their passengers. The passengers were relieved to not be in space once again. They walked down the tunnel into the dome. They could see out all sides of the dome. They were soon greeted by a tour guide.

“I see our new students are here! Welcome. I’m Brittany and I’ll be your tour guide. I will lead to your dorm before we go anywhere else. You’ll have time to settle in and freshen up before we have our evening meal. Then you can go back to your dorms to sleep for awhile. Tomorrow we will go on the tour of the University of Ceres.” She motioned to them to follow her.

She led them down a long tunnel which led to the university. Once they were under the main dome, many students gasped to see the tower again. This time it was huge. Ominous. There was no escaping that tower anywhere on campus.

“Here are your dorms. Just go in and the robots will scan you and show you to your rooms. Please enjoy your stay with us!” Brittany smiled as they entered the dorm.


Chapter 2 The Balcony

The tour guide took the group of new students around the small campus. “Okay, let’s stay together. I know you realize how small our school is, but let’s not get separated.”

They started just outside the dorm.

“If you follow me, our first stop is the lecture hall. There it is!” She pointed.

The lecture hall was next to the dorm. It was big enough for all the students. Brittany led them inside.

“As you can see, there is a balcony inside this lecture hall. It’s the only one at the University of Ceres. Your lecture classes will all be in here. I’m sure the schedule won’t be too hard to read. You will all be in your classes at the same time. There are only two main professors, me, and a couple of teaching assistants. We will be around to help you when you need it. You won’t see me in the lecture hall because that’s not a part of my job. But you will see me in the virtual reality. Okay, let’s go back outside.”

They left the lecture hall. Soon it was clear that the tower was at the very center of the campus. They walked around to the virtual classroom.

“This building is the virtual classroom. Go ahead and go inside. You’ll see the full virtual reality gear in the individual booths.”

They went inside and it was clear there were 100 booths on the ground floor. There were seven on the second level, which overlooked the first. Each contained full virtual reality gear, except for two on the second floor. Those contained lots of computer equipment and room for the computer experts.

“All of you will be on the first floor. You have assigned booths. Don’t worry the robots will let you know which one you need to be in.” She paused while everyone looked around. “Okay, we can go back outside again.”

Everyone filed back outside.

“As you can see, the tower is the center of our campus. The clock has all the times from around the solar system. It also has the time that we use on Ceres. Please remember that your classes are set to the Ceres local time, which is also the solar system standard. I can’t stress that enough. There are a 100 of you and we need you all on the same time schedule. Everyone got it?”

“Is it on our tablets?”

“It is on your University of Ceres app, which you should have downloaded by now.”

Several people pulled out their tablet computers and ensured the app was there.

“Okay, good. You do have three scheduled mealtimes and we do have your specific dietary requirements per the information you gave us. Yes, you do know about the mess hall in your dorm, but you don’t always have to eat there. There are other places around here you can go. The robots will know what you can and cannot
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