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When
only a kilometre remained to the welcoming party, Steve finally found
the strength to get up from his seat.

“So,
mission completed?” he muttered to himself, but the onboard
computer took these words as addressed to it.

“No,
sir. After setting you down on Mars, I must return to EMC1906,” the
drone’s AI replied.

“Just
like that, without refuelling?” Steve was surprised.

“According
to my calculations, the fuel tanks will be 6% full on return to base,
not counting the emergency reserve.”

“Not
bad. OK, it’s time for me to go.”

“I
wish you a successful day, sir,” replied the onboard computer, and
opened the canopy.

Outside,
the lower edge of the Sun was already almost touching the horizon.
The evening landscape differed in some indefinable way from Earth’s.
Steve looked around, trying to make out what it was. Everything
seemed as on Earth, but something was not quite the same.

The
approaching group distracted his thoughts from the unusual Martian
sunset. The harrier riders dispersed around the landing point, but
the APC remained a little further back. Several people emerged from
it and walked rapidly towards him. As the tallest of them came
closer, he signalled to Steve to switch on his spacesuit radio.

“Good
evening. I’m Colonel Anderson,” said the now familiar voice in
his headphones.

The
speaker extended a hand in greeting. In the dim light of the evening
Sun, made dimmer by the dust storm raised by the vehicles, Steve
could barely distinguish the outlines of his face through the
spacesuit visor. He shook the extended hand.

“Please
come this way,” said the colonel, pointing towards the APC. “We
have to hurry, we haven’t much time.”

There
were several more heavily armed people inside the APC. Taking his
seat inside, Steve glanced briefly at their weapons.

“We’ve
been having a hot time here lately. We have to be on the alert,”
explained the colonel, noticing Steve’s reaction.

The
APC closed its door and set off at once. A breathable atmosphere was
soon restored, as indicated by a green light in the corner of the
compartment lighting up as an orange one went out. All the military,
as if by command, raised the visors of their spacesuits.

“Do
we have far to go?” asked Steve. He looked around the special
forces troops sitting alongside him, but they paid no attention to
his question.

“No,
it’s quite close. Everything’s ready there, it only needs you. By
the way, we were expecting you two hours ago,” replied the colonel.
“Did you have problems during the flight?”

Steve
nodded.

“We
entered a meteorite tail. We had to decelerate and then get back up
to speed again.”

“Understood,”
replied Anderson dryly.

At
that moment, the APC was shaken by a rumbling. An instant before
this, Steve had heard the noise of turbines starting up. He had
hardly had time to take this in when they were caught in the shock
wave of the drone flying overhead.

“The
war chariot can’t wait to get home,” laughed the colonel,
pointing to the display from the external camera. “I haven’t seen
one of those before. What model is it?”

The
drone, flying up in a parabola, was clearly visible on the screen.
The dark point of the spacecraft was marked in the sky by a whitish
vapour trail, which disappeared when the upper layers of the
atmosphere were reached.

Steve
just shrugged his shoulders.

“I
was only a passenger,” he replied. “A civilian. I don’t know
much about military equipment.”

Anderson
smiled for the first time.

“You’re
a hard man for a civilian,” said the colonel, and looked at his
subordinates. The shadow of a smile passed across their faces. “You
had us sweating for a bit when you had your sights on us. You don’t
fool around with those things. Have you seen them in action?”

“Yes,
I have.”

The
colonel, satisfied with the reply, nodded and fell silent. Their
guest was clearly not inclined to talk; he was probably tired.

The
sombre Martian landscape could be seen floating by through the small
portholes. Who could tell what it would look like in twenty years, if
the aliens fulfilled their promise and changed the climate on Mars,
if plants began to bloom here and the air became filled with the
scent of flowers, and the chirruping of crickets by night and birds
by day.

Then
Steve suddenly realised why the Martian evening had looked so
strange. There was no warmth in the light. On Earth, the Sun low over
the horizon coloured the landscape in soft warm hues. In the morning
and evening, the Sun’s light had to take a particularly long path
through the thick atmosphere, therefore the dust particles, filtering
the blue end of the spectrum, coloured it in warm hues. On Mars,
however, the atmosphere was much thinner, so this effect was not
noticeable. On the Red Planet, the setting Sun hardly changed colour;
that was why it looked so unnatural to the inhabitants of Earth.

Without
reducing speed, the APC suddenly jumped slightly and entered some
sort of tunnel. The tunnel wall lights could be seen flashing past
through the portholes. The road was descending perceptibly.

“I
thought the base was inside the hill,” said Steve. He was surprised
that the hill had been left behind them.

“It
is,” replied Anderson coolly.

“But...
it’s over there,” said Steve, pointing in the opposite direction.

“There’s
a whole system of tunnels here. We use them so as not to create
unnecessary activity around the hill.”

The
noise of the whole group’s turbines was reflected from the walls,
resounding in the passenger compartment. Suddenly the sound changed
to something quite different. They were probably approaching the exit
from the narrow underground tunnel.

The
tunnel ended as suddenly as it had begun and they entered a brightly
lit hall with an unusually high ceiling, about a hundred metres or
maybe more. The APC slowed down, turned a few times, went into
reverse and finally stopped. The rear door opened and those inside,
once again as if by command, jumped out.

“Come
this way.” Steve heard the voice of the colonel, who was already
outside, gesturing to him to come out.

“He
was sitting right next to me, how did he manage to get outside?”
thought Steve. He couldn’t recall how he had ended up alone inside.
The passenger compartment had a low ceiling, so you could only move
along it in a crouching posture. Steve picked up his bag, threw it
out and then jumped out himself. After shaking off the dust, a lot of
which had settled on his spacesuit during the transfer, he looked
around him.

Apparently
he was in the main hall of the base, which served both as a landing
site and parking place for numerous combat spacecraft. About twenty
drones covered in tarpaulins could be seen in the distance. They
looked about the same size as the one in which he had reached Mars,
and their predatory noses poked out from under the tarpaulin. The
guard was patrolling next to them. It consisted of two soldiers with
automatic plasma guns in their hands, reinforced by a humanoid combat
robot, standing motionless as a stone statue in the shadows nearby.

On
the other side, part of the hall was fenced off by a construction
barrier. Every now and again, welding pulses flared up from the other
side of it, momentarily lighting up the whole hall with a blinding
light.

Turning
where he stood and looking around the hall, Steve’s eye was caught
by a large ship standing right in the centre. The ship’s ramp was
down, and the light from inside was of a particular kind, familiar to
him from his flight in the Falcon. Memories of the adventures of
those days at once came to his mind. The entrance to the ship was
guarded by three soldiers, and several more were patrolling round it.

The
colonel gestured towards the ship.

“Please
go on board,” he said. “They’re waiting for you.”

Steve
lifted his bag, nodded in farewell and set off for the ship. After
taking a scan of his hand, the guards, with an indifferent look, let
him pass. It seemed they had no idea of his forthcoming mission. Or
at least, their faces expressed nothing but deadly boredom.

Inside,
the ship was more spacious than the Falcon Steve was familiar with,
although its interior appeared simpler. The finishing materials were
more functional than decorative and there were many arrows pointing
various ways: to the bridge, the living accommodation, the conference
hall, the medical compartment and the cargo compartment.

Steve
dropped his bag in the nearest corner and went to the bridge. Its
door was open and he looked inside. The bridge was empty. He looked
around and noticed a half-empty mug of coffee with milk standing on
the console opposite the first pilot’s seat. The coffee was barely
warm.

He
ran his gaze along the monitors. One of them showed images from
various cameras, internal and external. The soldiers by the entrance
who had checked his identity were still standing in their places. The
light was off in the medical and cargo compartments. Oh, there they
were! Several people were sitting in the conference hall. One of them
was Maggie. He decided to go there.

As
he arrived in its doorway, the captain said: “Ah, Steve! At last!”
Although they didn’t know each other, the captain knew his face,
apparently from a careful study of his dossier.

“Now
the whole team is here.”

The
captain pointed to those sitting next to him.

“This
is Nick, the pilot. This is James, the radio operator, Maggie I think
you already know. And my name is Kevin.”

Steve
shook hands and exchanged courtesies with them all in turn. Waiting
patiently till Steve had sat down and opened his tablet, the captain
clicked his fingers, ordering the electronic assistant to display the
description of their mission on the large monitor.

“Well,
we mustn’t waste time. Because Steve was late, we shall have to
make an extra loop around the planet to come out on the optimum
course.

“The
fleet has created a full-sphere security cordon around the cloud.
This cordon consists of several levels and blocks all traffic within
it. It is only possible to pass through it at one point.”

The
captain put his finger on the monitor to show where is was on the
map.

“This
point is our first destination. We shall reach it in eight hours of
flight time. After deceleration, it is forbidden to move at
interplanetary speeds near the cloud, so it will take us two hours to
reach the last level of the cordon. Passing it, we shall enter what
is today the most protected zone in the Solar System, where we shall
change course to proceed to the rendezvous point, which is our second
destination.

“Inside
the cordon, there is a rule that communication with the cloud is
conducted only from the spacecraft which is closest to it. At that
moment, that means us.

“James,
who is responsible for radio communications, will be in constant
radio contact with the cloud from then on. Forty-five minutes later,
we shall reach the third and final destination of our journey, the
rendezvous point. I should say that it is not static, but flies after
the cloud, which in turn is following Earth in its orbit around the
Sun.

“The
meeting will take place not on board our ship, but inside a special
capsule. It is made of reinforced glass and has two compartments,
separated from each other by a special transparent screen.

“The
Earthlings’ compartment, which is where you two will be,” said
the colonel to Steve and Maggie, "is to be filled with a special
gas not suitable for breathing. The aliens’ compartment will not be
closed, so there will only be the vacuum of space in it.

“As
you will realise, voice communication through the screen will be
impossible, if only because there will be no air in the aliens’
compartment. As well as this, we do not know if they have hearing
suitable for communication in the sound wavebands to which we are
accustomed. Therefore, contact will proceed by radio waves from then
on.”

“So
that means we shall not actually be meeting them in the same room?”
asked Maggie.

“No.
Due to the danger of the transfer of infectious microorganisms or
substances, you will sit on opposite sides of the glass screen.

“The
duration of the meeting is not limited. You will have a selection of
questions which must be asked, but other than that, you can
communicate about whatever you like and for as long as you like. Not
forgetting, of course, that this is not a family picnic, but the
first meeting with an intelligence from another planet in the history
of mankind. So I advise you to give a lot of thought to your
questions, and avoid topics touching on our security.

“At
the end of the meeting, you will wait until the aliens have left the
capsule and withdrawn to a respectable distance. After that, the
capsule will eject your compartment, we shall catch it, and that is
how you will return on board.

“At
that point, Nick will attach a tow rope to the empty capsule and
throw it out of the plane of the ecliptic. On that trajectory, it
will pass the planets at maximum distance and be caught by the Sun’s
field of gravity. In two months, this gravity will cause it to fall
directly into the Sun. Any questions?”

“Will
there be communication with the capsule?” asked Steve.

“Yes,
of course. The question of your personal safety is vital, therefore
we shall hear and see everything that takes place inside the capsule.
Apart from this, you will be dressed in special spacesuits with the
highest level of protection against nanobots. As a precaution. We
shall also observe the vital functions of the body. If something goes
wrong, immediate evacuation will take place.

“Another
important aspect. If one of you suddenly feels a strange sensation,
you will use a codeword. We’ll pull you out of there at once.”

“In
the event of evacuation... What should we do?”

“You
are not to do anything. Whatever happens, you will remain in your
seats. If necessary, the capsule will simply eject the compartment
with you in it, and we shall intercept it.”

“And
if you fail to intercept it?”

The
captain smiled.

“We
shall not fail. Half the fleet will be observing you, so there’s
nothing to worry about.”
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“So
what do you make of it?” Steve asked Maggie, as soon as the
briefing was over. It was the first opportunity he had had to
exchange a few words with her since he had left Earth as one of the
expedition to the gravitational anomaly.

“What
do I make of what?”

“Well,
this whole business. The meeting with the aliens.”

Maggie
silently shrugged her shoulders.

“I
don’t know yet, we’ll have to wait and see.”

“Aren’t
you afraid?”

“I
was a bit at first, but not now. I’m just interested.”

“Have
you thought about what they will look like?”

“That’s
the one thing I keep thinking about.”

“So
what does the biologist in you think?”

Maggie
just gave a brief laugh.

“And
what does the astrophysicist in you think?”

Steve
couldn’t think of any answer to this.

“I’ve
often wondered – if there were no primates on Earth, what would
take their place?” he asked.

“Dolphins
are supposed to be clever...” put in James, who had been silently
picking up his things from the table, showing no apparent interest in
the conversation.

“Dolphins?
I doubt it,” snorted Maggie.

“Why
not? I read that their brains are bigger than ours,” said Steve.

“Yes,
but it’s not just the brain size, the structure is important too.
Theirs is quite primitive compared to that of primates. No. Dolphins?
Hardly. Now octopi, that’s another matter. But they have a very
short life span. If they lived longer, I’d probably go for them.”

Steve
and James looked surprised.

“Why
octopi?” asked Steve.

“They
have developed brains and excellent control of their feelers.”

“What
do feelers have to do with it?” asked James.

“How
could they build a civilisation without them? Developed brains are
the first essential. The second is a developed movement system and
limbs which can be relied on to hold objects so that tools can be
created. You won’t get far on the power of thought alone. The third
is the ability to impart experience from generation to generation,
and that requires a sufficient life span.

“They
are fine as far as the first and second are concerned, it’s the
last one they have a problem with. They only live a few years. You
can’t learn much in such a short period,” explained Maggie.

“So
we can expect to meet octopi?”

Maggie
sighed wearily.

“No.
On Earth octopi are not bad candidates, but on another planet? Oh,
what does it matter? I’m just saying I don’t know what they’ll
look like. They could even be humanoid.”

The
captain’s face appeared on one of the monitors.

“So
there you are! Go to your places, we’re about to take off,” he
told them, and switched off without waiting for a reply.

Space
flights had gradually become routine for Steve, particularly in
passenger ships, cautiously piloted by live pilots. Previously, on
those rare occasions when he had had to leave Earth, he had looked
fearfully around him in the passenger compartment of a ship about to
take off, envying those people who could doze off and calmly sleep
through the takeoff and entry into space. Now he was beginning to
feel the same way himself. Truly, the best way of ceasing to be
afraid of something is to meet one’s fear face to face. The more
often, the better.

In
the company of Maggie and the new team, the eight-hour flight seemed
to pass in no time. At the moment they intersected the first cordon,
all five were sitting in the pilot’s compartment.

“This
is Viking, request permission to enter the protected zone.”

“Viking,
this is Cerberus-8. Permission granted, proceed on same course.”
The voice of the nearest patrol ship’s radio operator was heard
over the loudspeaker.

“Roger,”
confirmed Nick, nodding in satisfaction and making some manipulations
on the console in front of him.

“You
know, we ought to be able to see the cloud through the window,”
James, who was observing the radar, suddenly said.

“Nick,
retract the protective covers,” the captain said to the pilot.

The
sheets of armour plating slowly parted sideways, opening up a
splendid view of the starry sky. Nick switched off the light in the
pilot’s compartment, leaving only the individual lighting for each
seat. All five began to stare into the black sky.

“Which
direction is it in?” asked Maggie.

Nick
pointed towards the right-hand window.

“At
two o’clock.”

“There
it is, I see it!” James suddenly exclaimed excitedly.

Kevin
raised the binoculars he had on his knees and peered through the
lenses.

Steve
also peered as hard as he could into the black sky, but he couldn’t
see anything remotely resembling a cloud. Just the usual black sky
with the bright lights of stars.

“Uh-huh.
I can see it too. It’s a dark grey colour,” reported the captain.
Having found the cloud, he recorded its position so that the
binoculars, with their built-in gyroscopes, would remember the
recorded direction.

“Would
you like to take a look?” he asked, turning towards his passengers.
“Ladies first,” he said, handing the binoculars to Maggie, who
was so excited, she even forgot to thank him. Clumsily holding the
binoculars, she began to stare into the darkness.

“Wow!”
she exclaimed. “I think it’s opalescing, rather like a rainbow.
What do you think, Steve?” she asked, passing him the binoculars.

Steve’s
heart suddenly began to beat loudly. He had already seen the aliens.
Or rather, he was the first man on Earth to have seen photographs of
the droplet-shaped ship orbiting around Jupiter. But they were only
photographs. And now he had only to bring the binoculars to his eyes
and he would have a live view of an artefact created by another
civilisation. Something like that doesn’t happen very often.

Through
the lenses, the stars were brighter still and appeared to be nearer.
In the left corner a green arrow was winking, indicating the location
of the cloud. Steve slowly moved the binoculars in that direction,
and a dark grey formation of a somewhat oblate spherical shape
floated into his field of vision.

At
first glance, its structure was static, but looking more closely, one
could just about make out that the substance the cloud consisted of
appeared to be slowly bubbling, as when milk is poured into black
coffee. A wave, or something like an electrical discharge, kept
running across its surface. Because of the amplified stereo effect,
the eyes could clearly distinguish the three-dimensional nature of
the cloud and its colossal size.

“You
can add a bit of speed,” said the captain. “At 50,000, start
asking,” he said, addressing the radio operator.

The
ship slowly increased speed and continued its approach. It soon
became the spacecraft closest to the cloud.

“Passing
50,000 mark,” reported the pilot to the radio operator.

“Roger.
Beginning contact,” the operator replied, and the text of the
communication session appeared on the screen so that everyone would
see in real time how it was going.

VIKING:
I have the delegation of our civilisation on board. At one thousand,
I shall synchronise speed with the cloud.

ALIEN:
Information noted.

It
took the alien several seconds to reply.

“Is
there any kind of radiation coming our way?” asked the captain.

“Not
a trace, sir,” replied the radio operator.

Kevin
shook his head in disbelief.

“No,
they must be tracking us somehow. No way can I believe that we’re
not of interest to them,” he said, and then looked at Steve and
Maggie in turn.

“OK.
Your time has come.”

Steve
got into his spacesuit much quicker than Maggie. He’d had to put
one on so often recently that his actions were already largely
automatic.

Maggie
had a problem with her helmet. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she
couldn’t find any way of fitting it in. She had almost succeeded in
putting the helmet on, but the end of her ponytail kept getting
caught between the suit and the helmet.

“Hang
on, I’ll help you,” said Steve after her fifth unsuccessful
attempt.

He
came up to her from behind and helped to hold the ponytail while she
put the helmet on. With his help, they managed it at the first
attempt.

“Thank
you,” said Maggie softly when the helmet was finally slotted into
place in the neck of the spacesuit. Her cheeks were rather red,
either from stress or from embarrassment. Steve just nodded in reply.

Lowering
their visors, they entered the capsule and took their places. Steve
looked at the console in front of him, strapped himself in and
signalled to the camera that everything was ready.

The
hatch of their compartment of the capsule slowly closed and rotated a
few times, screwing itself firmly into its thread. The contact faces
were polished to the ideal smoothness, making the contact clearances
so small that the forces of intermolecular attraction at once bonded
them together completely.

“Prepare
for start!” came the captain’s voice.

“Let’s
go!” said Steve. He threw a glance at Maggie, who returned it. Her
eyes were wide open. She was trying as hard as she could not to show
it, but Steve did not miss the sparks of fear in her eyes. Damn! And
his own heart had fallen into his boots too. He took her hand, and
she firmly pressed his palm with her fingers in return.

The
telescopic lock noiselessly opened in front of their eyes. The
capsule totally insulated its passengers from external sounds, but
Steve could sense they were moving. The black gap into open space
slowly floated towards them. At that moment his fear left him, as if
it had evaporated and vanished into open space along with the air
from the cargo compartment. It was replaced by curiosity.

There
was already a drone waiting for them outside, to tow their capsule to
the meeting place. It was being remotely controlled by the pilot.

“Nick,
you haven’t forgotten that it’s still too early to throw us into
the Sun, have you?” asked Steve.

“Oh,
is it? I thought I could do that now. I’m joking. I planned to pull
Maggie out first, and throw you as far as possible. What do you
think?”

Maggie
tittered and looked playfully at Steve. He winked at her.

“Excellent
plan.”

“OK,
that’s enough of playing the fool. Steve, Maggie, when the drone
pulls you, the capsule may shake. Watch out for it!” the captain
intervened.

The
drone caught the capsule neatly, and sharply began to tow it away
from the ship. When the ship was so far away that it was just a
bright point, the drone slowed down. Its steering jets flared a few
times, correcting the capsule’s orbit, then it detached itself.

“You
are in the initial position. Steve, check your trajectory again,”
ordered the pilot. The expression on his face, relayed from on board
the ship, was absolutely serious; his joking mood had vanished
without trace.

Steve
leaned toward the console in front of him. The picture from the
camera pointing towards the cloud had something like a sight on it.
With its aid, it was quite clear that the capsule was behind the
aliens on an absolutely identical trajectory.

“I
confirm synchronisation. Excellent work, Nick,” complimented Steve.

“Received,”
said the pilot. “I’m taking it back to the ship.”

The
drone’s main engines flared up, then it disappeared into the
darkness. A minute later, the radio came alive again. This time it
was the captain on the line.

“Maggie,
Steve, that’s all from us. According to protocol, only you can now
communicate with the cloud. Permission granted for contact when
ready.”

Steve
looked at Maggie.

“The
table is laid, now all we have to do is invite the guests,” he
said, and placed his finger over the button. As soon as he pressed
it, the capsule’s radio would send a pre-prepared text to the
aliens, inviting them on board. He delayed for another few seconds,
took a deep breath, and pressed the button.
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Having
waited several minutes after sending the invitation to the aliens
without any reply, Steve signalled to the computer to connect him
with Viking.

“Kevin,
no reply yet. What shall we do?”

“The
ELINT guys see something. They report that the cloud is reconfiguring
itself,” replied Kevin.

“What’s
it doing?” Maggie didn’t understand.

Steve
just shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ve
no idea what it means.”

At
that moment, something like a feeler began to stretch out from the
cloud, extending directly towards the capsule. An analogy with an
amoeba instantly flashed into Steve’s head. If bacteria could see,
they would probably see just such a picture in the micro-world when a
pseudopod stretched out to them before eating them.

“It’s
like an amoeba,” said Maggie suddenly, as if reading Steve’s
mind.

“Yes,
it’s not a pleasant sensation,” replied Steve thoughtfully.

All
at once, the formation of the feeler stopped and a bright point flew
out of it.

“A
spacecraft has come out of the cloud. Heading for the rendezvous
point. ETA about one minute,” reported Kevin. Viking was receiving
up-to-the-minute information from all the ships observing the cloud
and relaying it to the capsule.

Steve
stared at the point of light, which seemed to be staying in one
place. He glanced at the console. The distance between them was
decreasing rapidly. Apparently the spacecraft was flying directly
towards them, which was why it appeared to be standing still.

But
then the point became brighter, like a light bulb connected to a
circuit in which the voltage was increasing. It looked as if it would
blow up at any moment from excess voltage. Then the point moved
sharply to the right and disappeared.

Steve
had hardly had time to be surprised by this turn of events when he
saw that the alien ship was right in front of his nose, only a few
dozen metres from the capsule. He took a quick glance at the console,
where the flight trajectory was shown, and then back to the alien
ship. Even this short time interval was enough for him to realise
that the aliens had flown around the capsule and come to a sudden
halt directly in front of the entrance to the open compartment.

“Kevin,
did you see that?” asked Steve in an astounded voice.

“Uh-huh.
If we’d done that, the meat would have flown off our bones,”
replied Kevin.

“Huh!
Meat... There would be nothing left of the bones but dust,” put in
Nick.

“Did
you manage to calculate the acceleration?” asked Steve.

“More
than 80,000 g at its peak.”

“They
must have some way of damping the force of inertia inside the ship.
How do they do that?” muttered Steve.

Maggie
looked at him and silently mimed “Wow!” with her lips. Steve
nodded in reply and again watched the alien ship intently.

Its
appearance was familiar: aerodynamic shape, dull metallic colour. The
ship was just like the first visitor, the pictures of which Steve had
stared at so exhaustively.

The
first ship, as it orbited Jupiter, was photographed from all possible
directions in all imaginable spectra. Unfortunately, there was one
shortcoming common to all these photographs. It was not possible to
make out any details on a single one of them. The alien ships had an
absolutely aerodynamic skin with no visible details whatsoever. It
was not even possible to make out the position of their engines. The
ships had an absolutely uniform surface temperature. And now, with
the ship only some 50 metres away, it was the same story.

A
small fragment suddenly detached itself from the ship and, moving
quite slowly now, set off towards the capsule. It seemed to Steve
that at the moment of separation, a barely noticeable wave passed
over the surface of the ship, as if it were made of liquid mercury,
which had adopted this strange shape for some unknown reason.

“Maggie,”
called Steve almost in a whisper, as if he feared the aliens might
overhear him. This was foolish, of course. Inside their spacesuits
with their visors down, they conversed with each other via a laser
link.

Maggie
was so involved in what was going on that she didn’t hear him
calling her.

“Maggie,”
called Steve again. Still no reaction.

He
stretched out his hand, but her seat was too far away. He had to lean
out of his chair, and only then was he able to reach her shoulder.

“Maggie!”
he called, louder this time.

“Eh?
Oh, sorry.”

“That’s
OK. Did you see where it came from?” asked Steve, pointing to the
approaching object.

“Yes,
I think it was from the side somewhere. From the side facing us.”

“Did
you see the wave?”

“Yes,
there was something like that.”

Steve
nodded in satisfaction and sat back in his seat. So he hadn’t
imagined it.

Meanwhile,
the object approached the capsule and stopped a few metres away.
Shelby had talked things over with the aliens and explained the
structure of the capsule, so they should know the position of the
entrance intended for them.

Three
things came out of the object, and the shape of their silhouettes
left no doubt. They were living beings.

The
three slowly approached the capsule, moving in triangular formation,
and since the entrance was too small for all three at the same time,
they lined up in single file. One after the other, they smoothly
entered their compartment, approached the screen and froze in
expectation.

If
his helmet had not been so constricting, Steve’s jaw would probably
have dropped involuntarily. He slowly turned his head towards Maggie.
They exchanged looks. Her face expressed extreme amazement.

As
well it might. The three aliens, who were dressed in spacesuits, had
the shape of typical primates. An elongated body, four limbs and a
head. The height of all three was about that of a very tall man, and
as far as could be judged from the proportions one could guess at
through the spacesuits, they had athletic-looking bodies. Two had
rather broad hips, a readily apparent waist and an expanding rib
cage. It was easy to guess from their figures that they were female.
The third figure was a little taller and had a more massive
architecture, with narrower hips and much broader shoulders.

To
see humanoid beings was unexpected, but not shockingly so. Yet
although the appearance of the aliens was familiar, there was
something about them that inspired horror.

When
the beings approached the screen separating them from Steve and
Maggie, the place where the visor should be suddenly cleared and
became transparent. The illumination in the capsule was excellent,
and Maggie and Steve found three absolutely normal human faces before
them.

Their
expressions were indifferently welcoming; there was even the sign of
something like a smile in the corners of their mouths. But those
faces...

Maggie
gripped Steve’s hand hard. By the strength of her grip, he realised
that she felt sick to her stomach. He himself did not feel well
either. Through the glass, floating unnaturally in the air and
looking at them with fixed frozen smiles, were the faces of three
living corpses.
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Apart
from the presidential symbols everywhere, the internal decor of the
commander-in-chief’s bunker in no way differed from the military
bunkers, with their concrete walls and spartan appearance. All the
same, the president had planned to mark the second anniversary of his
accession to the post in rather more picturesque surroundings. The
unexpected appearance of the aliens, however, had upset these plans.

Two
years ago, making his triumphal speech on the occasion of his
inauguration, he was already a politician who had seen a great deal,
considering his eight years of experience as the mayor of a medium
size floating super-city. In spite of this, the talk in the corridors
of power kept returning to the theme of his competence, even during
his election campaign. Many doubted that his experience of managing a
floating city, even one with ten million inhabitants, would be
sufficient for him to be entrusted with the reins of a country with a
population of five billion.

In
human society, people have always been divided by some feature or
other. In the president’s case, the fact that he had been born, had
grown up, and had made his political career in a floating super-city
automatically classified him among the marine animals, about which
there was a persistent belief that, unlike land animals, they were
inconstant in their views, too sensitive and kind for large-scale
politics, and in the habit of trusting everyone they dealt with.

At
various parties, when the level of alcohol in the blood was high
enough to even out the difference between what people thought and
what they said, he had had to hear his dry-land colleagues say over
and over again: “John, you are too trustful, you know.”

In
spite of all that, he succeeded in knocking his competitors out of
the election race, and by the time he laid his right hand on the
Constitution and pronounced the words of the presidential oath, few
if any of the insiders considered the elected president naïve. After
all, the criterion of the truth in such matters lies in the practical
result, and this showed that he could be a cunning fox when needed.

John
took the words of warning seriously. While still studying at
university, he was sure that if you knew how to listen at the right
moment, you might hear much more than the speaker intended.
Nevertheless, when he looked back at himself two years ago, standing
in front of the guests at the inauguration ceremony and making his
first speech as president, his thoughts at that time now seemed to
him to have been ridiculously naïve.

He
was already long past the political age of idealising state control.
But he wanted to make his mark in the president’s seat, not just
govern the state. No, he promised himself that he would shake up the
whole of mankind. The difficulty was finding a suitable project that
corresponded to the magnificence of his plans and, at the same time,
was realistic enough to obtain the support of parliament to finance
it.

It
was this need for the support of parliament and of various groups
representing different interests that put shackles on his dream. He
had already lost count of the good ideas that could really have given
impetus to the development of mankind, but which had failed for this
very reason. But the aliens had finally given him the opportunity of
accomplishing the sort of thing he had long been thinking about. The
scale and potential profit of the cooperation they proposed went
beyond the bounds of fantasy.

Several
months ago, when he was first told of the appearance of an alien ship
in the Solar System, his first question was: “Where are they now?”
On hearing that it had put itself into Jupiter’s orbit and was
calmly circling around it at a great distance from Earth whilst
trying to make contact with human civilisation, it lifted a weight
from his mind. He may well have been the only one who felt no fear at
that moment. But if they, the aliens, were trying to enter into
contact with us, and were so delicately avoiding any provocation by
remaining at a great distance, then they had come to enter into
partnership with us, certainly not to make war on us.

So
far, events had confirmed his assessment of the situation. If you
ignored the incident with the first ship, which military intelligence
believed had been provoked by the aliens, then they wanted
cooperation. And that being so, it would be a sin not to make use of
the opportunity. Chances like this don’t come along every day.

Naturally,
remembering all those numerous conversations during the presidential
race, John often asked himself if he might be mistaken about the
aliens’ intentions. After all, sooner or later it would come to the
point where he would have to decide if cooperation between
civilisations was worth the risk involved in agreeing to the aliens’
proposal.

The
president brought his thoughts back to the present. He looked at his
watch. At this moment, the contact should be starting, but because of
the great distance between Earth and the sector of space in which the
aliens’ cloud was located, the report on the state of affairs would
not arrive for another half an hour. Meanwhile, he had ordered that
he should not be disturbed, to give him time to get his thoughts
together. During the live contact, replies to many questions would
appear, after which he could forget about spare time.

A
red light diode winked on his tablet lying nearby. The president
touched the screen, opening the inbox.

The
first message included an attached video made up of photos from
space. On one of the images, taken from a great distance using a
camera with high magnification, the capsule could be seen floating
against a background of stars. With the enormous cloud a little
further off, it looked like bait thrown out while hunting a large
predator hidden deep in the mysterious nebula, stretching out its
feelers towards it.

When
he had finished admiring the beautiful spacescape, the president
opened the second video. It showed a ship separating from the cloud
and moving towards the capsule. A brief description was added to it.

“The
ship has left the cloud and has delivered a delegation of aliens to
the meeting point. Three aliens have entered the capsule. Await
transcription of the dialogue.”
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Maggie
was the first to recover. Overcoming with difficulty the horror
aroused by the sight of the three unnatural corpse-like smiling
faces, she switched on the link to the aliens.

“Welcome
to the Solar System.”

Maggie’s
voice, quivering with anxiety, brought Steve back to his senses. He
was about to raise his hand in greeting, but stopped himself,
remembering the instructions in his dossier. It was highly
undesirable to make symbolic gestures. He was advised to sit as still
as possible, but at the same time to be relaxed, and not to
gesticulate.

Steve
realised that he was sitting like a bundle of muscles stretched to
the limit, immobilised by cramp. Without turning his head, he glanced
at Maggie. She was managing to follow the behaviour instructions for
the contact much better.

“Welcome,”
he forced himself to say.

The
aliens appeared to be trying to behave in a similar way. Their limbs
barely moved, and the same welcoming grimace was stuck firmly on
their faces as if glued there. Welcoming in theory, but actually it
was hardly possible to look at their faces without shuddering.

“Our
meeting will lay the foundation for the fruitful cooperation of our
civilisations,” was the reply he heard.

If
the aliens looked just like people, surely they must at least move
their lips when they spoke? Steve watched them carefully to see if he
could tell which one was speaking from the movement of its facial
muscles, but in vain.

Maggie
made a barely noticeable gesture with her fingers, deactivating the
link to the aliens.

“Steve,
why are they staring at me all the time?”

“At
you? They’re not taking their eyes off me!”

“The
one sitting on the right. Which way is he looking?”

“He’s
staring at me; he never takes his eyes off me.”

“Right
now?”

“Yes.”

“That
must mean that they’re not faces, they are only projections,”
concluded Maggie.

“Where
do you get that from?”

“Because
I can clearly see that he is looking at me. He can’t be looking at
us both at the same time. And the eyes are absolutely immobile.”

“But
their faces look three-dimensional, not like images on a screen.”

“That
could be holography or something.”

“And
the others? Where are they looking?”

“Also
at me. I thought it was strange from the outset that they were only
looking at me, as if you weren’t there.”

Trying
to move as smoothly as possible, Steve switched the image from the
normal camera displayed on his console to one from an infrared camera
and then to an ultraviolet one.

The
faces of the three behind the glass could only be seen in the visible
spectrum. On the other cameras, their visors looked absolutely black.

“It
looks as if you’re right. Their faces can’t be seen in infrared
or ultraviolet. Although it could be just that the helmet visor
screens them... OK, we’d better get on with it.”

This
time Steve switched on his link to the aliens floating in front of
him as if they were hanging on invisible threads.

“You
came to us with a business proposition,” he began.

“We
did. Have you come to a decision about it yet?”

“We
would like to clarify a few details,” Steve replied, and gestured
to open the list of questions received from Shelby on the console in
front of him.

“For
a start, changing the orbit of Mars. It is a planet, and consequently
exerts great influence on other bodies in the Solar System. Changing
its orbit would mean that the orbits of the other planets would have
to be corrected.”

“The
influence of Mars on the gas giants and the planets beyond Uranus can
be ignored. The orbits of those you call the inner planets will be
corrected by us at the same time as the orbit of Mars.”

“Does
that mean that you guarantee the stability of the Solar System after
the reconfiguration?”

“It
does.”

“What
about the threat of meteorites?”

“For
a civilisation at your level of technological development, the
meteorite threat has no significance other than its economic costs.
The advantages of the project outweigh them.”

“All
right. Your proposal includes altering the climate of Mars so that it
is suitable for the life of our race outside sealed habitats. But our
physiology requires a certain atmospheric pressure, for which the
mass of Mars is insufficient; nor does it have a magnetic field. Even
if an atmosphere of the required thickness and composition were
created, Mars could not retain it.

“Furthermore,
you require as payment minerals amounting to a third of the planet’s
mass. That complicates everything. Mars’ force of gravity will be
reduced by a third. The question of planetary stability arises.”

“Some
of the rock mined from within the planet will be used to create a
frame, which will solve the problem of planetary stability. The lack
of mass will be compensated technologically. On completion of the
terraforming, Mars will have the same free fall acceleration as
Earth. It will be given an artificial magnetic field. Atmospheric
escape will be prevented.”

“The
creation of an artificial gravitational field is not possible by
means of any technology known to us. Do you intend to pass on the
technological know-how to us?”

“Only
to an insignificant extent. The technology you used to change the
orbit of Mercury will be sufficient.”

“But
the question of energy supply arises.”

“We
propose a solution to this question.”

“And
talking of energy: you want half the energy of our central star over
the course of one billion years. Why specifically for this period?”

“By
the end of this period, you will have to leave Earth, because the Sun
will begin gradually passing into the red giant stage, which will
make life on your home planet impossible.”

“But
we could reconfigure the orbits of the planets again, and take Earth
to an orbit farther out to compensate for the greater intensity of
solar radiation.”

“Technically,
you could remain within the Solar System for several billion years.
But by altering the orbit of the cradle of your civilisation so much,
you would lose your status as an indigenous civilisation with
property rights. After that, we shall no longer consider it necessary
to coordinate our activities within the Solar System with you.”

“How
do you intend to take half the Sun’s radiation?”

“Using
the material we have mined from the inner planets of your star
system, we shall build a sphere almost completely enclosing the Sun.
All the radiation falling on its surface will be absorbed and
concentrated for further use.”

“If
you encase the Sun inside this sphere, our planets will be cut off
from its radiation. Life on them will become impossible.”

“The
sphere will be built beyond the Earth’s orbit. The inner planets
will receive an equal quantity of energy.”

“But
what about the outer planets?”

“For
them, the Sun will virtually cease to exist, with the exception of
its force of gravity, light of negligible intensity in the infrared
band and something approximating to solar wind. This is not a big
problem, since these planets are uninhabited.”

“How
long is the life of the sphere?”

“On
condition that the star inside it remains stable, its life will be as
long as that of the star.”

“But
what will happen to the sphere if it collides with some cosmic body?”

“There
will be a breach at the point of impact, which will close up in time.
The material of the sphere is capable of self-repair.”

“Do
you mean that it is some form of living organism?”

“The
sphere has some of the features of a living organism, but it is not
actually a living organism itself.”

“How
does the damage correction take place?”

“The
sphere catches the solar wind and absorbs its material into its own
structure. Because of this, it grows in the same plane in all
directions. That is how breaches are made good. As soon as the sphere
reaches its final form, the growth stops. This process is more like
crystal growth than a living organism.”

“And
what happens to the rest of the solar wind?”

“The
sphere radiates it into space from its external surface.”

“Interesting...
But what is the limit of its strength, up to which it is capable of
restoring its structure?”

“The
sphere is able to withstand any natural cataclysm which may be
expected in this sector of the Milky Way until the Sun becomes a red
giant.”

“Which
will take place about a billion years from now...”

“Exactly.”

“...and
throughout all this time, the sphere will supply energy to you.”

“Precisely.”

“It
is customary in our civilisation that if you use someone’s natural
resources, you pay compensation over the entire period of use.”

“Your
property rights expire in a billion years, when life on your planet
ceases to be possible.”

“We
might have a different point of view about that.”

“You
are looking at the question from the point of view of the situation
today. The full-scale colonisation of other planets will be
impossible until you learn to use at least a tenth of the energy of
your central star. At the present rate of the scientific, technical
and economic development of your civilisation, this will mean for you
a period measured in millennia.

“But
with our help, you will obtain the necessary quantity of energy
today. Over the next few thousand years, you will be able to colonise
several other star systems, thus gaining access to an incomparably
greater quantity of energy than your own Sun is capable of
providing.”

“And
if we refuse, because we do not consider your proposal profitable?”

“You
will lose the right to make use of the resources of the Solar
System.”

“For
what reason?”

“A
civilisation that refuses to assimilate its own natural resources
renounces the right to own them.”

“It
is not a question of refusing such assimilation, but of postponing
it.”

“Postponement
for a long or indeterminate period when the possibility exists
amounts to a refusal.”

“But
we are unable to do this; we don’t yet have the necessary
technologies.”

“We
shall provide you with the necessary technologies, so you will have
the opportunity.”

Steve’s
voice was gradually taking on a harder tone.

“What
are these rules to which you refer?”

“They
are the general rules for the peaceful coexistence of civilisations.”

“So
other civilisations exist?”

This
time, several seconds passed before the aliens’ answer arrived.

“Yes,
they do exist.”

“So
certain agreements between civilisations exist, but we know nothing
about them. You do not have the right to decide for us.”

Maggie
touched Steve’s hand and looked at him expressively. Then she
switched on the microphone linking her to the aliens.

“We
are not authorised to take decisions on our own. Our meeting has the
aim of getting better acquainted, so that we can better understand
our mutual interests. I would like to ask you some questions of a
different kind.”

“We
have no objections.”
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The
negotiations with the aliens taking place in the capsule were being
relayed directly to the Academic Council and the top leaders of the
countries involved in the project.

“It’s
just as I said,” remarked MacQueen calmly, and sipped his coffee as
if some everyday triviality were the topic. “They are playing games
with us. All this business with the first ship was thought up to
manipulate us and we reacted as expected. Now they’re waving some
kind of rules under our noses.”

“I
can’t disagree with you,” replied Shelby, “but as a matter of
fact, they are right. We can cling to the Solar System and remain a
local civilisation, or we can step further into space, go beyond the
bounds of our village and become stellar cosmopolitans.”

“As
far as I’m concerned,” said Sullivan, “I think we could find an
acceptable model of existence living either separately or conquering
other star systems. But I can already foresee which version will be
to the taste of our politicians.”

“Oh
yes, there can be no doubt about that,” agreed Shelby.

At
that moment, the president joined them via video link. Judging by the
expression on his face, he was in an excellent mood.

“Ladies
and gentlemen, isn’t this a wonderful day?” he began, smiling
widely from the screen. “We have the great fortune to be members of
the generation of people who have opened a new page in the history of
mankind. At last we shall be able to go far beyond the bounds of the
Solar System...”

Shelby
switched on his private line to Sullivan.

“Ten
seconds, professor. Only ten seconds have passed, and your prediction
has been fulfilled! Admit it – you are a telepath!”

Sullivan
only smiled in reply.

The
president was unstoppable. And no wonder. All those in any way
connected with a project on such a scale would have a secure place in
history. Politicians can’t let opportunities like that pass even if
they wanted to.

“Professor
Shelby!” he said. “Give me your valued opinion as an eminent
astrophysicist. Tell me this is possible!”

Shelby
adjusted his tie.

“What
exactly do you have in mind, Mr. President?”

“All
that we have just heard. We are being offered the energy of a whole
star. Just imagine, a star! And a whole planet like Earth too! Tell
me it isn’t a dream!”

“Well,
yes. It isn’t a dream, that’s sure enough. But I would like to
point out that Mars, even with an Earth-like atmosphere, is not a
second Earth. It is considerably smaller. Although... it has no
oceans, so if you are comparing dry-land areas there and here, they
are roughly the same.”

“Isn’t
that marvellous?” The president’s euphoria knew no bounds.

“Undoubtedly.
But one point worries me. To create the structure to collect solar
radiation, the aliens plan to use material from the inner planets,
namely Mars, Venus and Mercury. According to them, they need a third
of their mass.

“It
follows that there will be a problem with stabilising the planets
themselves. Such massive celestial bodies have a powerful force of
gravity that acts as a compressing force. If you took out all this
rock, a planet, under its own gravity, would compress itself into a
sphere of smaller diameter.

“This
of course is unacceptable, at least in the case of Mars, since its
surface area will be reduced. The surfaces on which our structures
already stand would undoubtedly be destroyed. Therefore the aliens
propose to compensate for the cavity formed with a special ‘corset’
made of the mined material.

“Assume
they do this and the corset serves us for millions of years. But as
the planet loses the extracted rock, it also loses weight, and
therefore also its force of gravity. The aliens have a solution for
this too; they want to create an artificial force of gravity by means
of some sort of mechanism.

“Now
we are getting to the heart of the problem. Whatever technology they
use, any technological solution will consume energy. And we are not
talking about a few megawatts or gigawatts, but of incomparably
greater power, which I must assume to be beyond the limits of our
power generation capacity.

“Of
course, we wouldn’t need to worry about any of this if we had at
our disposal, say, twenty per cent of the Sun’s energy. However,
the structure collecting the energy would belong not to us, but to
the aliens. We would become seriously dependent on them. If they
should suddenly decide to deny us access to energy, life on Mars
would very quickly become impossible.”

“But
even in the worst case, only part of the force of gravity would
disappear, right?” objected the president.

“Well,
what does ‘part’ mean? At present, the force of gravity on Mars
is about a third of Earth’s. When the rock is taken out, it will be
reduced by another third, so it will only have about a quarter of
Earth’s force of gravity. So the artificial gravity will have to
compensate for three quarters of the force of gravity. That is a very
considerable amount.”

“What
happens if the artificial force of gravity suddenly packs up?”

“A
global catastrophe. There wouldn’t be one stone left on another on
Mars, at least of our structures – our accommodation and industrial
infrastructure. That’s the first problem. The second is that in a
very short time, the atmosphere would expand to much greater
dimensions and, as a result, would begin to be scattered into space.
After only a few hours, the atmospheric pressure on the surface would
fall below the minimum required for breathing, and after a few days,
a week at most, it would be below what it is now. And today, Mr.
President, the atmosphere of Mars has a density one hundredth that of
Earth. At ground level it is as rarefied as at an altitude of 30
kilometres above Earth!

“It’s
a similar story with the magnetic field. At the present time, we are
not capable of creating anything of the sort, therefore in this
respect too we would have to entrust our lives to an alien
technology, a technology we don’t understand and are in no position
to repair if anything goes wrong with it. But even if it works
perfectly, the question of the energy supply arises again. Where will
such a quantity come from? How can an uninterrupted supply be
guaranteed for millions of years?”

“Professor,
you are an incorrigible pessimist,” said the President, looking
noticeably deflated.

“I
am only pointing out the problems we shall have to solve if we are
thinking of accepting the proposal. The esteemed Commander-in-Chief
of the Space Fleet is also taking part in our discussion. I think he
is not exactly delighted at the prospect of putting the energy supply
for our critical infrastructure in the hands of a potential enemy.”

“And
there’s another problem,” interjected Professor Sullivan. The
president, hearing yet another sceptical response, rolled his eyes to
the ceiling. “We have no inter-racial agreements with the aliens.
There is no higher authority to which we could turn for help in the
event of problems. We should not forget this.”

“That’s
a headache we can leave to the diplomats. Let them deal with it,
that’s what they’re paid for. If you will allow me to sum up,
there are no insuperable technical difficulties. Have I understood
you correctly, Professor Shelby?”

“There
are risks; we shall most likely be able to solve any technical
questions with the aid of the aliens’ technology, if they...”

“That’s
what I wanted to hear,” interrupted the president. “Let’s all
take a deep breath and calm down. No-one is talking about signing an
agreement tomorrow. We have difficult and prolonged work ahead of us.
But the main thing I need to know is that all the problems are
solvable. And that is precisely the point of view I heard today. Or
am I mistaken? Professor Shelby, Professor Sullivan?”

“You
are right, there are only risks. There are no insuperable
difficulties. As long as the aliens keep their word.”

“Splendid,
absolutely splendid!”
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“I
must admit I am surprised at the anatomical similarity of our races,”
said Maggie.

“Our
anatomy has only a remote similarity to yours.”

“Do
you mean we are actually talking to avatars?”

“No,
live members of our race are inside these spacesuits, but their shape
has been set to look like your anatomy.”

“So
the faces we see are inanimate?”

“No.”

Maggie
gave Steve a significant look.

“But
we would like to know how you really look,” she continued.

“Our
race understands the concept of curiosity, but our experience of
communicating with other civilisations suggests this should be
postponed till later.”

“Why?”

“You
have never met an equivalently developed intellect differing in form
from the human. You would not be able to conduct a meaningful
discussion with such adversaries as ourselves.”

“What
would stop us?”

“Your
emotionality. Your race is too emotional, even for the level of a
Type One civilisation.”

“Does
our psychology differ so greatly from yours?”

“The
human brain came into existence and developed as a result of natural
evolution. Our brain has undergone directed mutations, and is
therefore better adapted to solving the problems of civilised life.
The higher cerebral activity of a brain of our type depends less on
lower neural activity.”

“So
you take decisions without emotion, like machines?”

“We
do have emotions, as a heritage of evolution, but they can no longer
take charge of the cognitive processes of our brain.”

“All
right, let’s go on... In your opinion, how did life in the Universe
begin?”

“Life
is a fundamental property of material. A system receiving energy from
an external source reacts by making its internal structures more
complex. On a cosmic scale, over great periods of time, this leads to
the formation of organic molecules in interstellar space. Under the
effect of stellar wind, they wander about the galaxy, and when they
enter the atmosphere of planets with a favourable climate, they cause
the beginning of biological life.”

“So
life was not formed on Earth, but came from space?”

“We
do not classify organic molecules as life forms, they are only the
predecessors of life. The first stages of evolution took place in
space, they just continued the process on Earth.”

“Was
your race also born in space?”

“The
replicator molecules from which our biosphere, including our race,
developed initially came from space.”

“Does
that mean that we evolved together, but at a certain stage of
development the paths of our biospheres diverged?”

“As
living beings, we have never had a common ancestor, but the organic
compounds preceding our biological evolution undoubtedly formed in
identical conditions.”

“To
which type of living organism on Earth are you closest from a
biological point of view?”

“The
classification of biological life on Earth cannot be appropriately
applied to our life form or to our home biosphere as a whole. We
undoubtedly have a strong similarity to animals on Earth;
nevertheless, we are not eukaryotes.”

“What
form does the reproduction of your life form take?”

“Sexual.”

“Is
it a coincidence that you are like us in this respect?”

“This
mechanism is the catalyst for social development; therefore it is the
optimum method of reproduction for beings capable of creating
intelligent civilisations.”

“What
do you mean by ‘intelligent civilisations’?”

“On
Earth we can take as examples ants or bees, which form civilisations
that cannot be called intelligent. Unlike humans.”

Maggie
hesitated, and was taking a few seconds to think about her next
question when Steve cut into the conversation.

“What
about technological singularity in the context of AI?”

“We
are not aware of any such phenomenon, because we no longer
distinguish between artificial and biological intellects. At a
certain stage of development, they converged into a single entity,
and since then have been developing together.”

Maggie
took up the initiative in the conversation again. 


“Have
you never feared that by interfering in the process of evolution and
optimising the structure of the brain for today’s tasks, you might
deprive it of important abilities? After all, instincts are important
in extreme conditions, even though in a civilised environment, they
are only of marginal significance.”

“The
evolutionary development of the nervous system is contextual; the
nature of its action is no more than a reaction to current events. It
is not capable of pre-emption, unlike development set by the
intellect.”

“Are
there life forms on your home planet capable of competing with you in
the field of intellect?”

“Our
biosphere knows only one highly developed life form, the one to which
we belong. Other life forms, though they have intellectual potential,
have not been able to realise it as a result of the competitive
pressure from our species in the early stages of evolution. As a
result of this, their numbers and population densities have never
managed to pass the minimum threshold required for the creation of a
Type Zero civilisation.”

“So
competition is not an alien concept for your life form?”

“Competition
for possession of resources is an inalienable part of the behaviour
of biological systems. Our race is no exception, although
cooperation, rather than destructive conflict, is more inherent in
developed civilisations.”

“Oh
yes, just as we thought!” commented Steve to Maggie, briefly
switching off the link to the aliens while he did so. His next
question to the aliens was: “Can you imagine yourselves committing
an act of aggression against another civilisation?”

“Aggression
is not one of the tools our civilisation uses.”

“When
you arrived in the Solar System through your portal the second time,
there was a scientific expedition ship nearby, studying a space
phenomenon previously unknown to us.

“I
was on board that ship myself, and, if I am not mistaken, you
threatened to use force against us. From that I drew the logical
conclusion that you were carrying some kind of weapon on board. If
you are an exclusively peaceful civilisation, why do your ships carry
weapons systems?”

“Our
first contact ended in the use of force on your part. For this
reason, the ships of the present expedition are armed. We reserve the
right to defensive action.”

Steve
nodded, and thought for a moment.

“I
would like to ask a purely hypothetical question. Does your system of
values permit defensive actions such as a preventive first strike?”
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In
the narrow concrete-walled corridor, the rapid steps of the president
and his entourage resounded with a loud echo from the walls, making
speech difficult to hear.

“I
can’t stand this constant niggling,” the president complained.
“On the one hand this, on the other hand something else... We
mustn’t forget that... I’m only pointing out the possible
risks... Yes, you are only pointing out the risks, but I have to sort
through all this theoretical garbage that you’ve piled up here! I
need specific answers, not the constant weighing up of alternatives!”
he muttered to himself, still not having calmed down after his latest
conversation with Shelby and Sullivan.

His
subordinates knew their boss too well to react in any way to his
grumbling. With impassive faces, they simply followed in his
footsteps, not saying a word. Eventually, the president stopped.

“What’s
the next thing on the agenda?” he asked his secretary.

“A
video conference with the finance minister.”

“Subject?”

“Next
year’s budget.”

The
president only grimaced in reply and, without saying anything,
disappeared behind the nearest door marked ‘Toilet’. He could be
heard turning on the water, apparently splashing his face. Then the
water was turned off, there were receding footsteps, and finally the
click of the toilet lock. A few seconds later, his voice sounded
again from behind the door, distorted not only by the closed door but
also by the poor acoustics of the hollow walls.

“It’s
giving me an upset stomach... Postpone it till this evening. And then
get Hank on the line.”

“The
minister of power?” asked the secretary, opening the door slightly.

“Yes.
I’ll be available in ten minutes.”

The
secretary nodded to the others, who went into the hall, leaving only
one, a new girl, holding the tablet that she took with her to the
president every day, so that he could sign documents. Looking her
over, the secretary laughed.

“If
your signatures are urgent, go on in,” he said, pointing to the
toilet door.

“No,
thank you. I’ll wait in the hall,” she replied.

The
president did not keep them waiting long. He appeared in the hall
just as they were taking their seats. The cabinet member was already
on the line.

“Has
the contact ended yet?” asked the minister of power, seeing the
president come in.

The
president threw an inquiring glance at his secretary as he took off
his jacket and hung it on the back of his chair. The secretary shook
his head.

“They’re
still chattering,” replied the president.

“And
what are they discussing?”

The
president picked up his tablet, to which a transcript of the
conversation was being relayed, and began looking through the pages.
His eyes quickly scanned the screen, only reading the text
diagonally.

“Ah!”
he exclaimed, waving his hand impatiently. “Typical scientific
waffle!” he said, putting the tablet aside. “All the important
stuff was at the beginning.”

“Was
that about their proposal? What have they found out?”

“That’s
just what I wanted to talk to you about. Certain interesting details
have come to light. The more I get to know these guys, the more I
like them. We are really on the same wavelength. Anyway, the aliens
were talking about the Sun’s energy...”

“That
they want to take half of it for the next billion years...”

“...but
what they didn’t say before is that they are going to give us the
other half.”

“What?”

“You
heard me, Hank.”

“Good
grief!”

The
minister took a few seconds to collect his thoughts, as if he still
could not believe his ears.

“That
is quite remarkable, of course, but we have a problem,” he said
eventually.

“Oh
no, not you too! You know, I’m thinking of issuing a decree making
that sentence a punishable offence.”

“Frankly,
I don’t know what we would do with all that energy,” continued
Hank, paying no attention to the president’s discontented retort.

“Listen,
I don’t have to tell you that energy is not like selling ice-cream.
Energy is infrastructure. It doesn’t satisfy demand, it creates it.
If there’s a lot of energy, we’ll find things to do with it.”

Hank
nodded; he had heard, but his face still showed scepticism.

“John,
I fully agree with you, but... Half the Sun’s energy! That’s a
hell of a lot, you know. It’s not just two or three power stations;
it’s enough to give every inhabitant of Earth a million industrial
thermonuclear reactors each. What are we going to do with it?”

“Really?
That much?”

“I’d
need to check the figures, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t far from
the truth. Of course I’m glad to receive such a present, but I’m
afraid we wouldn’t be able to swallow such a huge chunk.”

“What
about the assimilation of space? The Space Authority is always
complaining to me that they don’t have enough energy, and you won’t
give it to them. They say it’s needed for other projects.”

“About
half our total consumption goes to the space sector. Undoubtedly
there is unsatisfied demand there, but hardly more than two or three
terawatts. Ten at the most. Anyway, those are all peripheral
projects; the main ones don’t have any shortage of supply. I know
that for sure.”

The
president got up from behind the table and started pacing around the
room.

“You’re
thinking from today’s point of view. But look into the future! What
would become possible if you had a limitless amount of energy? Think
about that at your leisure.

“By
the way, another thing I haven’t mentioned. We’ll have to put
some of the energy to use on Mars. They intend to build some kind of
mechanism there that will create artificial gravity. The scientists I
was just talking to reckon that this contraption will eat up an
incredible amount of energy.”

“Interesting.
How much, exactly?”

“They
don’t know themselves, but it will surely be an awful lot. Much
more than we can produce ourselves.”

“Could
well be. All these games with gravity are quite energy-consuming. Do
you still remember how much that experiment cost?”

A
grimace of revulsion appeared on the president’s face.

“Please
don’t remind me. The Ministry of Finance was always on at me about
it; it still gives me nightmares... OK. We’ll start thinking right
away about the proposal, and when it comes to your turn, I expect to
hear some ideas about how we can use so much energy.”

“But
John...”

The
president bent his head forward and peered hard at the camera,
frowning.

“Hank,”
said the president, interrupting him, “I don’t need yet another
griper. There are enough here without you. I need ideas from you.
Intelligible, clever ideas. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Excellent.”
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“Every
civilisation, including ours, has the right to self-defence. A
preventive strike might be part of this, consequently it is
legitimate in certain cases.”

“In
what sort of cases?”

“A
first strike is legitimate when it is a warning before an inevitable
attack.”

“In
practice, your interpretation of a potential threat might be
erroneous.

“Let
us take the specific example of your civilisation and ours. Does your
doctrine permit a first strike at our civilisation, even though we
are at a lower level of technological development, and therefore
cannot represent a serious threat to you?”

“You
cannot represent a threat to our civilisation as a whole, but you
could well be a threat to our ships within the range of your weapons.
Therefore a preventive strike in this situation is possible, though
highly unlikely. Such an act of self-defence would have limited
effect.”

“So
you reserve the right to take limited strike action against us?”

“During
the first contact, you struck at our ship, in direct breach of our
agreement. Whether it was a technical failure or a deliberate attack
is not as important as the fact itself. We reserve the right to
appropriate reaction in the future, to prevent any repetition of such
incidents subjecting our ships to danger.”

Steve
did not like this discussion, but the questions being sent to him
from Shelby forced him to keep returning to this unpleasant theme.
This was most probably at the insistence of MacQueen, who was
observing the discussion from afar.

“I
believe I am not mistaken in my assessment if I say that neither your
civilisation nor ours has any interest in conflict. What can we do,
in your opinion, to avoid dangerous incidents in the future?”

“You
can withdraw your armed forces.”

“You
said yourselves that every civilisation has the right to
self-defence. For this reason, in this situation we are obliged to
treat your ships with caution.

“Now
I would like to return to questions of a scientific nature. As an
astrophysicist, I am especially concerned about the timing of your
appearance in the Solar System. Why now in particular?”

“When
one civilisation enters into contact with another, this question
always concerns the contacted party. It makes sense from its own
subjective point of view, but it is senseless objectively.”

“So
the timing of contact was a matter of chance, and you were not
waiting for the right moment?”

“Earth
belongs to a star system on the periphery of the galaxy, so naturally
this does not make it one of the first candidates for contact. It was
just that its time had come.”

“Concerning
your proposal of creating a device around our star to trap its
radiant energy. Why do you need the energy of our Sun in particular,
rather than that of other stars? There are a vast number of them in
the galaxy. You would not have had to ask anyone’s permission to
use their energy resources, nor share it with anyone.”

“We
are interested in a joint cooperation with your civilisation. That is
the main reason we are having this discussion.”

“So
the energy of our Sun as such is only of secondary interest to you?”

“Not
exactly. Energy, apart from anything else, is a universal asset
throughout the Universe and is always of interest to us.
Nevertheless, its value depends not only on its quantity and form,
but also on its remoteness from centres of economic activity.”

“So
you do not plan to transport your part of the energy over great
distances, but intend to use it here somehow, in the Solar System?”

“Partly
true.”

“In
what way?”

“After
completing the project we propose, your civilisation will make a
great leap forward in the economic field. Mankind will have a
requirement for goods and services that are new in principle, and
that your industry will not be able to satisfy.”

“Your
first emissary expressed unwillingness even to discuss themes going
beyond the bounds of our knowledge in science and technology, let
alone make us a present of them. Have you changed your point of view
on this subject?”

“Our
point of view remains unchanged; it is only the situation that has
undergone changes. We are not prepared to provide certain
technologies or knowledge to any civilisation at random. But a
relationship with a civilisation that is engaged in close scientific
and economic cooperation with us makes such an exchange of knowledge
both sensible and mutually beneficial.”

“You
mean to say that if we cooperate with you, we shall gain access to
new technologies? Technologies ahead of our level of development as a
civilisation?”

“After
gaining access to the concentrated energy of your central star, you
will enter a new era of your civilisation’s development.”

“I
seem to remember that you determine the level of a civilisation’s
development according to the type of energy it has assimilated.”

“That
is so.”

“But
what about the risks? Your first emissary stated that when a
civilisation is not ready for technologies, there is a danger, as it
was expressed, of destructive behaviour.”

Steve
was so carried away by the conversation that he forgot Shelby’s
instruction not to gesticulate and raised his hand to rub his chin,
at the same time looking at the ceiling. When his hand came up
against his spacesuit helmet instead, he remembered and withdrew his
hand, refraining from this theatrical gesture.

“The
next generation’s demand for technology will not arise immediately,
but only after Earth’s civilisation has learned to make good use of
the increased amount of energy available for consumption. This will
raise you up to the next level of development, and thus there will no
longer be any risk of the destructive application of the new
technologies.”


“But simply knowing how to
use a great quantity of energy does not mean that our civilisation
will handle it with the necessary responsibility.”

“Having
gained access to the energy of a whole star, you will have to
recognise its destructive potential. If you do not, you will face
collapse or even self-destruction.”

“Are
you implying that we... either learn, or perish?” said Steve with a
wry smile.

“You
have already reached a certain level of development and have created
some of the mechanisms needed by a civilised community to protect
itself from irresponsible behaviour with new technologies. Therefore
we consider that the risk of an unfavourable development of events is
low enough to make it justifiable in this case to give them to you.”

“You
mentioned earlier that other civilisations exist in our galaxy apart
from Earth’s and yours. From what you say, you even have experience
of dealing with them. Is this so?”

“It
is.”

“Among
the civilisations you have come across, are there any that are less
developed than yours?”

“Yes.”

“You
said that for you, the motive for cooperation with us is for us to
work together for our mutual benefit. Can you say, on the basis of
your experience, that the less developed civilisations have derived
any benefit from this sort of cooperation?”
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The
president was awakened by someone knocking softly on his door. He
opened his eyes, glanced at his watch and sighed. Another 48 hours
had passed, which meant he had to change his location again. It
couldn’t be said that this caused him any physical discomfort, but
it was psychologically disturbing.

This
innovation had been thought up by the security service. Usually, in
the event of a large-scale military operation, the president was
placed in a particularly well-protected bunker and stayed there till
the threat had passed. The bunkers were hidden deep underground, or
in some cases under the sea, and were sufficiently well protected
against attack.

In
the aliens’ case, he could no longer rely on thick walls. The only
effective protection was considered to be constant movement from one
protected bunker to another. Fortunately, there were more than enough
of them.

The
president got up from the bed and had begun buttoning his shirt
collar when he realised that he was still wearing his trousers. After
last night’s session, he had returned to his room and had been so
tired that he had flopped on the bed still fully dressed, falling
asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow.

He
swore, threw off his crumpled clothes and considered for a second if
it was worth taking a shower. There was another knock on the door,
more insistent this time. No, there wasn’t time for a shower. The
security officers responsible for him leaving the bunker at the
appointed time were implacable. They would drag him out of his room
willy-nilly, even out of the shower if necessary, and put him on the
president’s ship, which would leave this place at precisely the
appointed time.

The
president took some damp face cloths impregnated with disinfectant
from the wardrobe and wiped himself down from head to toe. This made
him feel livelier and more wide-awake. The cloths also contained
toners of some kind, which penetrated through the skin. Whatever they
were, they worked splendidly on such occasions.

There
was another knock on the door. This time the knock sounded more
insistent.

“Mr.
President, you have one minute to departure. We must leave the bunker
at once,” called the security officer from outside the door.

“I’m
almost ready. Wait,” replied the president sharply, already
fastening the top buttons of his shirt. He wound his tie around his
right hand and put it in his jacket pocket. He would tie it later.
Looking in the mirror again to make sure everything was in place, he
closed a small bag, hung it on his shoulder and set off for the door.

The
security officer was already raising his hand to knock on the door of
the president’s room one final time before opening it with his own
key when the door opened, revealing the commander-in-chief.

“Well,
let’s go!” was all he said.

The
security officer nodded and signalled to the guards under him.

“We’re
moving out,” he said barely audibly into a microphone.

“So
where is it to be this time?” asked John.

“I
can’t say, Mr. President,” replied the security officer. “We’ll
find out as soon as we are on board the ship.”

Passing
through a long corridor, they reached a small hall, the opposite exit
from which led directly through a covered passage to the president’s
ship parked on the launching pad.

On
board the ship, everything was ready. As soon as the president
stepped on board, the hatch behind him battened itself down
automatically. In the usual way, the head of security took a random
quantum number generator, decided their next destination, and began
discussing the best route with the ship’s captain. 


The
president had little interest in all this activity. He took off his
jacket, hung it on the back of his seat and sat down, placing his
things on a small table in front of him. A flight attendant brought
him a steaming cup of coffee as the ship rocked very slightly and
started to move.

The
president looked at the coffee for some time, deep in thought. The
cloudy steam from the hot drink spread stealthily over the whole
surface, and if one of the guards or attendants went past, it at once
dissolved into nothing, as if blown away by a gust of wind. He turned
back towards where one of the officers of his personal guard was
sitting.

“Tell
Dennis to come over here,” he ordered him.

The
guard nodded and whispered something into his microphone. A few
seconds later, the face of the head of the president’s security
hung over him.

“John?”

“What
do you think of the security situation?”

“The
alien ships are still inside the cloud, which is in orbit around the
Sun between Earth and Mars. Nothing has changed, so the security
situation has not changed either.”

“But
the aliens have shown a more benevolent side of themselves during the
negotiations. Does your analysis not take that into account?”

“No.
That’s a matter for the diplomats. I am only interested in facts,
not conversations. If there is a technical possibility of an attack,
it means that a threat exists. All the rest is of secondary
importance.”

“Sit
down,” the president requested. Dennis obediently sat in the seat
on the other side of the table. “I’ve been jumping around from
one of these damned bunkers to another for several weeks now...”

The
head of security looked aside. A shadow of irritation appeared on his
face. It was not the first time he had had a conversation with the
president about the security measures in the highest state of battle
alert, and he knew where this was leading.

“...and
I see less and less sense in this. The aliens are God knows where,
virtually in the orbit of Mars! Where is the sense in hiding in
bunkers?”

“Sorry,
John, I can’t do anything about it.”

The
head of security could not stand this moaning about security
measures. Every time he had taken part in such a conversation, the
president had put him in the very awkward position of having to
refuse the head of state. The president knew this and, being in the
habit of manipulating people, hoped that he would give way. But
Dennis was implacable.

“OK,
fine, I understand. But could you at least tell me when we can hope
to see sunlight?” sighed John.

“That
doesn’t depend on me.”

“All
right then, what do the aliens have to do for the threat level to be
reduced?”

“It’s
hard to say. If we could see through the cloud, then maybe...”

The
president looked at his coffee, still standing untouched in its place
on the table in front of him, giving off a stimulating aroma.

“So
if the cloud disappears, you’ll let me out of my cage?”

“If
it disappears and they all stay where they are now, we can talk about
it again.”

“I
need your word on that.”

“My
word? No, no promises.”

The
president gave him a long piercing look, but the head of security
withstood it. Finally the president gave in.

“Dennis,
you do your job excellently,” he said, and clapped his defender on
the shoulder. “That was a test of strength and you passed it,” he
joked.

Dennis
only gave a sly smile.

“Yes,
of course it was. Is there anything else?”

“That’s
all.”

As
soon as Dennis had left, the president picked up his tablet and
composed a short message. After sending it, he put the tablet back on
the table and leaned back in his seat.
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“Every
civilisation comes up against both advantages and disadvantages in
the process of its development, regardless of whether it takes place
in isolation or with the help of more developed races.

“Objectively,
cooperation with more developed civilisations speeds up development,
but a subjective assessment of the result of cooperation depends on
the particular cultural features of the less developed race.”

“And
what is your prediction in our case?”

“We
are not sufficiently well acquainted with your culture to be able to
make such predictions.”

“Then
which factors have the greatest influence on the success of
cooperation?”

“The
particular cultural features and the civilised values ensuing from
them. Civilizations differ considerably in their desire to open up
new worlds and develop technologically. Some prefer an isolated
existence, others long to expand to the stars and widen their sphere
of influence. These are the ones that are more likely to actively
seek cooperation with more developed civilisations, and more likely
to succeed in this aim.”

“Those
races which do not themselves seek help from outside, but want to
live in isolation – why do they prefer to do this?”

“Autonomous
development is an inherently evolutionary process, but progress
brought in from outside is revolutionary. In the first case, the race
has more time to compensate for the negative tendencies ensuing from
progress than when the development process is explosive.

“Civilisations
with a culture in which autonomous tendencies prevail regard their
own uniqueness as an aim in itself. They are content with what they
have. They are inclined to underestimate the advantages of expansion
and overestimate its disadvantages.”

“So
when a more developed civilisation visits a less developed one, the
disadvantages of such an event are no more than a subjective opinion.
Could you assess such interracial cooperation on the basic of
objective factors?”

“What
factors do you have in mind?”

“For
example, the population level before the contact, and, say, ten years
after it.”

“Population
level does not reflect the situation adequately.”

“Why
not?”

“Your
own industrial revolution drastically increased labour productivity
and solved a great number of problems in the supply of prime
necessity goods for the general population. The ever-rising living
standards initially served to increase the population, but at a
certain point, the birth rate began to decline. This did not mean a
civilisation in recession, it was only a phase change in reproductive
behaviour.”

“I
agree,” said Steve, after thinking it over. “But what parameters
do you consider important in assessing the usefulness or harm of
cooperation?”

“Mainly
the economic statistics. The level of production of high-technology
goods and how sophisticated they are.”

“But
the size of the economy and technology level are no indication at all
that a civilisation has begun to live better. Just take any economy
and put it on a war footing, and its output and technological
development will suddenly advance by leaps and bounds. After all, it
is always the military industry which produces the most technically
advanced products. Yet for most of the population, this means a
reduction in living standards.”

“This
does not contradict our approach to assessment. In offering our
cooperation, we are giving you the opportunity of accelerated
development. Whether a civilisation can make use of this for its own
benefit depends entirely on the civilisation itself. We do not
interfere in internal politics.”

“And
have there been examples which, in your opinion, were unsuccessful?”

“On
the whole, it can be said that the civilisations cooperating with us
have not become any worse off as we understand it.”

“Then
what are the political and social risks of such cooperations?”

“A
change in conditions always changes the status quo of any
civilisation. Society is naturally divided into those who gain from
the new rules of the game, and those who do not.”

“In
your opinion, what is the greatest risk for our race if we agree to
cooperate with you?”

“The
greatest risks are contained in, and come from, you yourselves. You
are not threatened from outside.”

“And
what are these risks?”

“The
reconfiguration of the structure of your civilisation due to the
strengthening influence of random groups suddenly finding too much
power concentrated in their hands.”

“And
what can we do to counteract this?”

“Maintain
a balance of forces of the different interest groups, and do not try
to preserve the status quo at any price. Every new reality in
technology makes the previous solutions obsolete and incapable of
adequately responding to difficulties of a completely new character
and nature. This is particularly important when you become a
civilisation utilising the energy of your central star.”

“Let
us assume – stipulating that I am not the one who will decide –
but let us assume that we accept your proposition. Do you agree that
we shall have to have more trust in each other?”

“We
do.”

“What
if I suggest that you reveal the position of your ships by
deactivating the protective cloud?”

“Will
you withdraw your ships in response?”

“You
probably have a consensus among yourselves on a strategy for
interacting with Earthlings, but with us, it is not like that at all.
Among those who will have to take the decision, many are afraid to
trust you. If you take the first step, those who see you as potential
partners will have further arguments to support their point of view.”

“Nevertheless,
the question of our own security still remains.”

“The
shot at your ship was from a large fixed gun, but your ship was still
not destroyed. We believe you know the firepower of our group around
the cloud. You must therefore realise that there are no weapons of
that sort of power there; consequently you have nothing to fear.”

“Then
the presence of your ships close to ours is completely pointless, and
they can be withdrawn.”

“In
that case, we would not be able to guarantee your safety against
space criminals. Unfortunately, this problem exists in the Solar
System.”

“Criminal
groups could hardly be a serious threat to us.”

“We
don’t think they could, but nevertheless, we should like to exclude
the possibility of unpleasant incidents which could be
misinterpreted.

“I
am authorised to make you the following proposition. We shall
withdraw our two most powerfully armed ships from the group, and you
will reveal to us the exact position of your ships by deactivating
the cloud.”

“We
agree.”

The
voice of the Viking’s captain was heard. “Steve, Maggie. We are
registering symptoms of fatigue in both of you. The computer
recommends ending the contact.”

Steve
switched on the link to Maggie.

“I’ve
been through the whole list, I have no more questions. Is there
anything more you would like to ask them?”

“I’d
give anything to take samples of their tissue,” Maggie replied
dreamily.

“Have
you forgotten why we’re sitting in this capsule? We were forbidden
to enter the same room as them, even in spacesuits.”

“I
know. It’s a shame.”

“There’s
nothing to be done about it. Maybe next time.”

Steve
switched the link to the aliens back on.

“We
thank you for an interesting discussion. If you have no more
questions for us, I propose we end our first contact at this point.”

“We
have no further questions.”

“Then
I hope that today’s meeting will be the foundation for fruitful
cooperation between our civilisations.”

Without
further formalities, the aliens, without changing the position of
their bodies and continuing to face Steve and Maggie, floated towards
the exit aperture. It seemed as if someone were pulling them from
outside by invisible strings, like puppets.

After
leaving the capsule, they continued to move towards their own ship.
On reaching it, their silhouettes disappeared inside as they passed
through its hull plating. The ship then vanished from sight with its
now customary rapidity.

“It
seems they don’t put much stock in manners,” commented Maggie.
“They might at least have said goodbye.”

“Most
likely they are simply not used to wasting time on idle chat. I bet
Clive would like it on their planet,” said Steve.

“Did
you notice anything strange about their ships?” said the captain,
cutting into the conversation.

“The
fact that they pass through their walls?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I
noticed it too. You know, it seems to me that their ships do not
consist of matter at all,” suggested Steve.

“But
how could that be possible?” objected Maggie.

“If
only I knew... They don’t use doors, they pass through walls.
What’s more, their ships move as if the force of inertia does not
exist for them. Perhaps they simply create some local anomaly in
space, which serves them as a means of locomotion.”

“That’s
an interesting thought,” said the captain, breaking in again. “OK.
It’s time to return. I’m initiating the extraction. Are you
ready?”
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“John,”
said the head of the president’s security, touching his shoulder.
“I have received a message from the Commander of the Space Fleet
that the aliens have withdrawn the cloud. The fleet now has a clear
view of their ships. Our analytical department has recalculated the
threat level and... we have decided to reduce it by one notch.”

“Does
that mean I’m free again?”

“There’s
no need to keep moving bunkers for the time being, but there is still
cause for concern. The threat level could rise again at any moment,
it could be in an hour or maybe even in ten seconds, so you need to
be prepared for that.”

“OK,
I understand. In that case, we’re changing course.”

“As
you wish. So where are we heading?”

“We’re
going home.”

“I’m
sorry, sir. Anywhere but the capital. Not with the current threat
level.”

The
president shook his head.

“I
meant my real home, Island City.”

“Only
if you remain incognito. If you’re intending to see anyone, they
must not know about your visit beforehand. For reasons of security.”

“When
it comes to the person I’m planning to visit, I always arrive
without warning.”

The
head of security laughed and nodded his head in agreement. Two years
ago, when he had been entrusted with protecting the new head of
state, he had had to apprise himself of the president’s past so as
to be aware of potential threats. As a result, Dennis knew much more
about the president than he would have liked, but such was the job.
He had a vague idea where he was planning to go.

“I
have no objection, but we need to stay close by.”

“Could
it be in such a way that I’m not aware of your presence?”

“As
long as the meeting is not in a public place then I should think
that’s possible, yes.”

Forty
minutes later, Space Force One splashed down 400 kilometres away from
Island City’s spaceport, where an ordinary private ship was already
waiting for them. The weather was calm, and small waves rippled the
smooth surface of the water, rocking it gently.

The
private ship now carrying out the role of Space Force One was a
standard medium-sized vessel. Its appearance would have undoubtedly
drawn attention in a small town, but here, in the largest floating
city on Earth, such ships arrived and set sail every few minutes. As
befits a ship of its class, it sat in the VIP section of the civic
spaceport floating 50 kilometres from the main city. A luxury
driverless taxi was already waiting in the cargo compartment, and no
sooner had the president sat in it than it quickly left the spaceport
and headed into the city along a high-speed expressway. 


Owing
to the lateness of the hour, the roads were almost deserted and the
sparse traffic was able to tear along at full speed. Half an hour
later, the taxi reduced its speed, entered a tunnel and, after
several smooth turns, emerged onto a painfully familiar street.

“Sir,
we have reached your destination,” reported the soft voice of the
taxi’s computer.

“The
street is under surveillance, you can get out,” came the head of
security’s voice from a concealed earpiece no bigger than a pinhead
fixed discreetly behind John’s ear. He turned around and looked
through the rear window. Two black minivans were parked a dozen
metres or so behind.

“Those
are my guys,” said the voice in the earpiece again.

“I
know, I’m just getting my bearings. It’s a long time since I’ve
been here,” said the president. “I don’t want to be disturbed
unless it’s an emergency. I don’t want to see your people
either.”

“Roger.
Over and out.”

A
pip tone was heard in the earpiece, signifying that the head of
security had broken off the connection. The transmitter switched to
sleep mode. Now the president’s words would no longer be
transmitted to his bodyguards’ receiver.

John
picked up his jacket lying next to him on the seat and opened the
door. Salty, moisture-laden air instantly rushed inside, causing a
firework of memories in his head. After being confined in underground
bunkers for a few weeks, the fresh air was simply bliss, and the
salty taste of the sea lapping a couple of kilometres away was truly
divine. 


He
got out and looked around, standing on the deserted pavement. On a
weekday evening, and at such a late hour, the streets were
practically empty. There was not a soul on the pavement either in
front of him or behind. On the other side of the street, a couple
walked arm in arm, totally oblivious to both the world around them
and the president emerging from an ordinary unmarked car.

Although
the evening was warm, John put on his jacket and turned up the
collar, so as not to draw unnecessary attention. He then put on a
ridiculous hat that Dennis had given him. The brim of the hat was
wide enough so that with his upturned collar, it hid his face from
prying eyes. To onlookers, it looked as if he was simply shielding
himself from the light rain that had started, as if on order, as soon
as he had gotten out of the taxi.

Once
satisfied that nobody was paying him any attention, the president
slammed the door and walked across the pavement. Out of the corner of
his eye, he could still see his security guards following him a few
dozen metres behind on the other side of the street. The guys had
failed to keep their promise to stay out of view, but during his
presidency, he had already learned how to ignore their breathing down
his neck. When the bodyguards were at such a distance, it was as if
they weren’t there at all. Most importantly, they were not ruining
his impression of this wonderful evening, which was reminiscent of a
time when he had not needed security.

The
president walked unhurriedly. So much time had passed since the last
time he had walked along this street. He looked at his watch. It was
12:15am local time, more or less the same kind of time he used to
wander around here.

John
had been born and had grown up in a different part of the city. He
was 20 years old before life first brought him to this area, when he
had accompanied home a girl he met at a New Year’s party. He had
been standing with a group of friends holding a cocktail, waiting to
welcome in the New Year, when he had suddenly felt somebody’s eyes
on him.

His
gaze instinctively skimmed the crowd and a moment later, realising
who was looking at him so intently, he returned the stare of a
dark-haired stranger in a hood. She fastened her eyes on his, a straw
sticking out of a half-empty cocktail glass held coquettishly between
her lips, and smiled girlishly.

Just
then, the crowd began counting down the final seconds to the start of
the New Year.

Thousands
of voices rang out across the town square: “Five... Four...
Three...”

John,
who had been shouting out the numbers himself just a few seconds
before, fell silent and just stared at the girl. He knew she was
daring him with her eyes, but like a stupid fish caught on a hook, he
was unable to do anything.

“Two...
One!”

The
noise of the crowd suddenly disappeared, as though it had dissolved
to nothing. Entranced, John gazed at her, barely able to make out her
features in the shadow of her hood. All he could see clearly were her
cheek, her lips slightly curved in a smile, and... her long eyelashes
framing her eyes.

HAPPY
NEW YEAR!

The
noise around him broke back into his consciousness, but instead of
looking up to enjoy the fireworks, he continued to stare at the
stranger. The crack of a firework rang out, followed by the fizz of a
fluorescent explosion soaring skywards. A second later, a blinding
flash of red and purple sparks spread through the sky, illuminating
everything around him.

Bang!

The
air shook with the explosion, which reached the festive crowd
cheering the fireworks a few seconds after the flash. The deafening
noise of the explosion made John jump and he laughed. What the hell
was going on? It was probably the alcohol in his blood playing games
with him. The stranger made a gesture, tilting her head to one side
as if thanking him for the brief and incomprehensible, but at the
same time miraculous, conversation they had had with their eyes, and
suddenly turned around, disappearing into the crowd. No way, you’re
not getting away that easily!

Without
hesitating, he took a step after her.

“Where
are you going?” said a voice behind him as somebody grabbed his
hand. John pulled himself free, gesturing that he would explain
later, and headed for the place where the mysterious girl had just
been standing. He reached the spot after just a few steps and stopped
to look around. His gaze skimmed over the heads of those in the
crowd, but failed to pick out the silhouette he was looking for.

After
turning full circle, John began a second examination of those around
him. The drizzling rain made the search more difficult; every other
person was wearing a hood that covered their face, making the crowd
look more like a field of identical plants than a gathering of
people.

Someone
tapped him on the shoulder.

“Not
now. I said I have to...” he began, but turning around, he saw her
and stopped short.

“Have
to what?” asked the stranger, smiling broadly. She took off her
hood, letting her hair unfurl in the wind. Droplets from the light,
drizzling rain stuck to her long curls, which glittered like tiny
glass beads and reflected sparkles of multicoloured light with each
new volley of fireworks. She was now just a step away from him and he
could see her a little better. Close up, the features of her face
were even more enigmatic than his mind had painted them from afar,
unable to make out her face fully.

He
quickly recollected himself.

“Not
lose something,” he replied, smiling back.

“Is
it really possible to lose something you’ve never had?” she asked
playfully. A gust of wind blew a mop of her hair directly into his
face, but she was in no hurry to remove it.

John
walked down the street, smiling involuntarily at the memories
continuously rising to the surface from the depths of his
consciousness. Reaching a painfully familiar side street, he turned
into it.

Jena’s
building looked exactly the same as he remembered. The windows of her
second floor apartment were completely dark. Maybe she was out, maybe
she was just sleeping, or maybe she hadn’t lived here for a long
time.

He
quickly climbed up the front steps and went in. With each step up the
stairs, his heart beat faster and faster. Perhaps it was because he
had not done that much sport lately? Or nerves? Who knows... The
moonlight falling through the panoramic windows inside illuminated
the stairwell with a particular whitish light from which adventures
emanated. He reached the floor he was looking for, the door. Just
like back when he was twenty.

John
walked up to it and listened. There was not even a hint of a sound
from inside, just complete silence. He raised his hand to knock but
then froze for a moment.

“Maybe
there’s no point,” he thought. Somebody else might have been
living behind this door for a long time. And even if not, then who
knows? Maybe she already has a family now. And if there’s a family,
then...

Intoxicated
by long-forgotten memories and feelings, his excited mind began to
draw a picture of how some guy was going to open the door and, seeing
the president standing before him, be absolutely dumbfounded.
Bluffing it out by lying and saying he had simply gotten the wrong
door probably wouldn’t work. How often do the presidents of the
most powerful state in the Solar System go knocking on doors at
night?

Fuelled
by such thoughts, his doubts snowballed, almost forcing him to give
up and leave. But quickly getting the better of them, John reined in
the flood of doubts and knocked. 


The
rest of that New Year’s evening he met Jena they spent together.
Long after the crowd in the central square had gone home, having had
their fill of the celebrations and feeling exhausted, they continued
to wander around the city.

From
the very beginning, their relationship was easy-going with no strings
attached. They enjoyed being together, but neither of them broached
the subject of what would happen next. They simply met up when they
felt like it, spent the night together and then went their separate
ways the next morning, each doing their own thing.

Their
relationship ended without either of them really noticing. After
studying at university, John spent four years in Europe, returning
home with an already pregnant wife. Back in Island City, he never
tried to make contact with Jena. Neither did she ever phone or send a
message. And now for the first time in many years, he was once again
standing outside her door.

In
the night-time silence of the stairwell, the sound of his knock
echoed on every floor, bouncing loudly off the walls, but was
answered with silence. He leaned forward slightly to put his ear to
the door, aware of exactly the same smell of wood varnish as back
then. He thought he heard something rustle on the other side of the
door, but it was most likely just the wind blowing through the
apartment. It was probably foolish to think that she still lived in
her old apartment.

He
knew the inside of the apartment well, and he was fully aware how
much time it took to get out of bed and walk from the bedroom to the
front door. After waiting longer than was necessary, he knocked
again. Gingerly at first, but then again, more loudly.

Footsteps
could be heard inside the apartment. Someone was coming to the door
on tiptoes, barefoot. Again there was silence, broken only by the
whisper of light rain hitting the glass of the panoramic windows
looking out onto the side street. Maybe he had imagined the
footsteps?

“John...
is that you?” whispered a voice from behind the door. It was so
quiet that the words were barely audible. He wasn’t even sure that
he hadn’t imagined them.

“It’s
me,” he replied, just as quietly.

There
was the loud click of a lock and the door opened slightly. The light
in the apartment was switched off and, just like the evening they
first met, John could only see a silhouette and a few facial
features. How many years had it been since he’d seen her? Twenty?
Twenty-five? And she looked exactly the same.

“How
did you know it was me?” he asked.

Jena
just shrugged her shoulders. She also had the same gestures as twenty
years ago.

“I
don’t know, I just knew,” she replied.

Still
standing in the doorway to her apartment, John felt for her warm hand
in the darkness. She didn’t resist, but neither did she return the
gesture. He didn’t know what to say. Explaining himself somehow
would have been foolish, but remaining silent was also out of the
question.

“Jena,
I...” he began tentatively, as she suddenly pulled his hand towards
her. He stepped inside and took another step forward, closing the
distance between them, and he could feel her chest pressing against
him. The door closed slowly behind him and the lock clicked.

“No
foolish words,” she whispered as she moved towards the bedroom,
taking him with her.
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John
opened his eyes and saw that it was already starting to get light
outside. Little by little, the approaching dawn was filling the
bedroom with its light. Jena was still asleep and snuffling slightly,
her head on his shoulder. He carefully disentangled himself and got
up to go over to the window.

Having
spent several years with Jena in his younger days, he thought he had
uncovered all the mysteries he saw that New Year’s evening in her
dark eyes and in the droplets of rain in her hair reflecting the
sparks of the fireworks. Why exactly he had decided to seek her out
yesterday he had no idea. It was like some long-standing dependence
that had seemingly been conquered long ago and hidden deep within,
but which turns out to be capable of breaking to the surface
unchecked at any moment. Having allowed himself a moment of weakness,
he felt not only indescribably free, but also peaceful and calm for
the first time in years. Jena was his strange, incomprehensible drug.
You never knew what it would do the next time.

“Is
something troubling you?” John heard her say and he jumped in
surprise, having assumed she was still sleeping.

“In
my job, there’s always something to be troubled about.”

“I
don’t think that’s the case here, I think it’s something
particular.”

“Perhaps.”

“Do
you want to talk about it?”

“I
would, but I can’t.”

“Is
it that bad?”

John
turned his back to the window and leaned back on the windowsill.

“There’s
a really urgent matter I need to make a decision about. If something
goes wrong, there won’t be a chance to fix it.”

“Interesting.”

“Do
you think I’m too trusting...”

“Of
people?”

“...Of
anything and everything.”

“You?
Well... maybe a little bit.”

She
sat on the bed, not bothering to cover herself with a sheet, and John
took the opportunity to admire her naked body.

“Do
you think I should be more cautious?”

“I
think you should be exactly as you are.”

“Come
on!”

“Is
there anybody in your team who’s less naive than you?”

“Of
course; it’s full of them. They see through people straight away.”

“And
they’re your superiors...”

“No,
of course not!”

Jena
got up from the bed and went over to the window. Putting her hands on
his shoulders, she began to examine his face.

“Why
not, if they’re so good at understanding people? Listen, you got to
where you are today by being exactly as you are. Clever, cunning, and
a little naive,” she said, passing her hand over his head and
letting his hair slip through her fingers.

He
caught hold of her hand, brought it to his lips and kissed it.

“That’s
also true,” he said, looking into her eyes.

“Lady
Luck spoils you for who you are,” she said, tilting her head to one
side. “She’s gotten used to you over the years. If you suddenly
changed your personality, she might not recognise you.”

Half
an hour later, the president was already seated in an armoured
minivan with heavily tinted windows speeding him away from where he
had spent the previous night with Jena. Putting his feet up on the
seat in front of him, he thought about her words as buildings,
traffic lights and streets sped past the window.

An
identical minivan was following them a short distance behind. As the
modest, inconspicuous motorcade reached the edge of Island City’s
residential area, it picked up speed.

The
wide, elevated road stretched out in front of them as far as the eye
could see. Where it disappeared, as if into the sky itself, the
factory chimneys of the industrial district could be seen in the
morning fog, while aquaculture lakes gleamed below them, under the
road. From such a low height, their perfect geometric shape seemed
particularly unnatural, giving the impression that they were somehow
unreal.

Every
now and again, the fish teeming in the water would jump out, their
scales shimmering in the light of the rising sun. The fishes’
muscular bodies, with their black backs and white bellies, jumped out
of the lapping coolness, scattering glittering drops of water in
every direction, and hung in the air for a second before flopping
back in, throwing up even more spray.

Sitting
next to the window, the president feasted his eyes on the frolicking
fish. Long ago, when he was still a boy, he used to come here to
catch fish with his friends, although his parents forbade it. The
tame fish were so naive that you could just grab them with your
hands. All you had to do was approach the shore and the curious fish
would gather there in a shoal to see who was coming. After catching
and gutting the fish, they would cook them on a campfire, feeling
like real savages. Everything was man-made on the island that was
their floating city except for the taste of that freshly-cooked fish,
steeped in smoke.

Looking
through the window at the lakes speeding past, he could see the
shadow of what looked like a large animal flying over them. The
president glanced through the windscreen and saw a military ship
passing them overhead. Overtaking them slightly, it reduced speed and
began to lower itself directly onto the overpass. It looked like its
belly was almost going to touch the asphalt.

The
president’s minivan gradually caught up with the ship and, when the
distance had been reduced to a good hundred metres, the ship opened
its cargo compartment. Every so often, the open ramp scraped along
the dark road surface, sending up showers of sparks. Inside the ship,
a dozen people wearing the uniform of the space fleet could be seen
in the darkness. They stood along both sides of the walls, holding on
to handrails and signalling to the minivan’s driver. As he got
closer, he sped up suddenly and drove straight into the belly of the
ship at full speed. A few seconds later, the second minivan followed
them in.

The
ship retracted the ramp, closed the hatch and turned towards the sea,
soaring skywards.
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“John,
have you decided yet where the meeting is to be held?”

The
president knew that such a question meant that the head of security
had already thought of a suitable venue.

“Do
you have a suggestion?” he asked, answering one question with
another.

“How
about Poseidon?”

“You
mean the underwater hotel?”

“That’s
right. It’s directly under the central park. The others will be
able to get there before you do.”

“I’ve
no objection.”

Dennis
moved away and said something quietly into a microphone. The ship at
once picked up speed, passing around the city to come in to land from
the other side. It was as if he had decided on an excursion so that
John, who had not visited the city for a number of years, could
admire it from the air.

The
president stayed close to the window. On this sunny, cloudless day,
even from a height of five kilometres, it was apparent how greatly
the floating city, his birthplace, had changed over the years since
he was last here. In the east, at the end of the aquaculture lakes
where fish were bred for the city’s needs, it had considerably
increased in area. But instead of housing complexes, industrial
buildings could be seen, and smoke rose from the numerous chimneys.
Many new tall buildings he had never seen before had been erected in
the city centre. John was not absolutely sure, but it looked as if
the city now also extended further to the south.

Quickly
flying around the city, the ship came in to land, and he realised it
intended to come down somewhere in the ocean several miles from the
shore, where a submarine cutter was waiting for it.

John
had never liked travelling under the city. He did not suffer from
claustrophobia, but all the same, the sight of the city from
underneath, like a floating monster, always induced a sense of horror
in him. The gigantic floating foundation platform on which the city
rested was overgrown on the underside with slime and water weeds,
creating a gloomy impression. The ocean underneath was lifeless,
since the area of the platform was so great that it blocked out the
sun, leaving the area in pitch darkness.

Having
taken the president on board, the cutter submerged several metres and
set off towards the city. Bright gleaming sunbeams came in through
the portholes, coloured azure by the ocean. The huge shadow of the
city approached threateningly, and in a few minutes had covered the
cutter completely. The merry morning sunbeams were lost from sight
and the water outside changed to a greenish colour. The cutter went
deeper. A little further and they were under the city.

The
multi-billion ton structure, drifting only a few dozen metres
overhead, produced a chorus of plaintive noises. The metal components
reinforcing the structure groaned under the weight, filling the
nearby ocean around it with low-frequency vibrations, sounding at one
point like the songs of the whales that occasionally swam towards the
city, apparently out of curiosity. The whale song was gradually
replaced by creaks, creating the impression that at any moment one of
the steel girders would fail and break, destroying part of the
foundation and taking thousands of inhabitants to the depths of the
ocean with it. It was now completely dark outside. The president
stayed in his seat and listened, wincing, to the floating structure’s
song. The surface was probably teeming with joyful life, but down
here he felt himself entombed.

Finally,
a light glimmered in front of them. They had almost reached their
destination. The cutter surfaced right inside the underwater hotel,
where several other submarine cutters were moored in a huge pool.
John hastened to leave his cutter, inside which, even though it was
now on the surface, the songs of the city’s dark side could still
be heard. He followed the guard into the conference hall, where
several people were already waiting for him.

“Good
morning, gentlemen. Please excuse the invitation at such short
notice,” he began, while shaking hands with those present. “Let’s
get down to business.”

He
pointed to the chairs in the front row, but remained standing in
front of them.

“I
need your help as specialists. Now is not the time to go into all the
details. We’ll have time enough for that later.

“In
a few minutes, you will be attending a conference on the most
important project in the history of mankind. There are no cameras
here, I am not speaking publicly, so I am not exaggerating in the
least. You will be taken to the heart of the matter. It is important
to me that you give your assessment. You should answer the question
absolutely intuitively, without long discussions or calculations. Yes
or no. What your inner voice tells you. The voice of people able to
see into the future.”

The
president stopped for a theatrical pause, then turned to the oldest
of those present.

“Chris,
I was not even born when you began working on the project for this
city. You must remember how it all began!”

“Certainly,
Mr. President. The capacity calculated for the floating platform of
the city’s first module was up to ten thousand people, and the
absolute theoretical maximum was assumed to be about fifty thousand.”

The
president spread his arms, as if trying to embrace the whole city.

“And
today? Almost ten million! Gentlemen, the power of your engineering
thought created this splendid city.”

“Ten
point three, Mr. President, to be precise. There has been a real boom
in construction here in recent years. We can barely cope with all the
new floating modules we are putting into service,” said one of the
engineers, correcting him.

The
president went up to him.

“That’s
what I mean,” he said softly. “The power of our intelligence
knows no bounds.”

After
this, he signalled for the video conference to begin. Most of the
‘Dawn’ team were already online.

“Gentlemen,”
the president said to them. “I have with me here in the hall the
world’s greatest specialists in floating platforms. Professor
Shelby, could you bring us up to date in a few words?”

“Certainly,”
replied Shelby, smiling.

He
spoke for no more than five minutes. When he had finished, the
president did not wait for the engineers to recover from their shock.

“So,
the important question is: what are we going to do with so much
energy? Hank, you promised to think about that,” he said, turning
to the minister of power.

“Yes,
I’ve had one or two ideas. After you told us of the aliens’
proposition, we gave it a great deal of thought and came to the
conclusion that the imposed conditions are too restrictive.”

“Really?”

“Yes.
The aliens propose moving Mars towards Earth. That is, to create a
sort of cluster, a cosmic agglomeration. But we thought: why a
cluster of only two planets, when we could have four?”

“Four?”

“Yes.
There remain Mercury and Venus. We can bring them closer to Earth
too, build a frame, create an artificial force of gravity. Mercury is
the smallest of the inner planets, a little smaller than Mars, and
Venus is about the same size as Earth.

“All
the planets, including Mars, are currently lifeless. Conditions close
to their surface are totally unlike our own natural ones. Since we
shall have virtually unlimited energy, we can move some of the water
from Earth to Mars. Instead of one earth-like planet, we shall have
four. We shall increase the habitable area four-and-a-half-fold, by
comparison with dry land on Earth.”

“Four
and a half? Not bad!”

“Wait,
that’s not all. Today we are still growing food under the Sun, to
save energy. Not all of it, but a lot. The greater part. If energy is
virtually limitless, we can simply increase the population density
many times over, since the supply of food will no longer be a
bottleneck.

“Using
artificial light, heat and desalinated water, we can build enormous
hothouses wherever we think fit, including underwater. We are no
longer restricted to surfaces penetrated by natural sunlight. We can
go one, two, five kilometres deep.

“We
can build at the poles. In deserts. Beyond the Arctic and Antarctic
Circles. Hothouses can be built anywhere that is not suitable for
comfortable living. No more droughts or rainstorms. The quality and
quantity of the food produced will be higher. We shall be able to
supply a population dozens of times as numerous.”

“But
what if the energy supply should pack up one fine day? Can you
imagine the consequences?”

The
president asked this question to appear more sceptical. But really,
he had long since been caught up in the euphoria of the opportunities
opening up.

“Hmm...
Do you think the consequences would be any different if they packed
up today? As soon as man left the country and moved into towns, he
stopped being self-sufficient. He no longer has his own well for
water, domestic animals, kitchen gardens... He no longer produces
food himself, he buys it. A breakdown in the supply chain would make
urban life impossible in a very short time. The super-cities would
very quickly die of starvation, if they didn’t choke in their own
waste first.”

“To
be fair,” interjected Professor Shelby, “there is a difference
here. Of course our economy is deeply integrated, and only one
crucial link in the supply chain has to break to destroy the supply.

“Nevertheless,
the destruction would be of a local nature. If all the energy is
coming from one source, namely from the sphere, its failure would
bring about a global collapse. Every country, every planet,
everything.”

The
president became lost in thought. In the depth of his soul, he was
afraid that a reason was going to turn up that would make the project
impossible.

“Let’s
take a cool hard look at the situation, without romanticising it.
Let’s say we do what Hank suggested and then, one fine day, the
sphere stops supplying energy. What will happen and how many lives
will be lost?”

“When
the energy supply from the sphere is switched off, the artificial
forces of gravity and magnetic fields on Mars, Venus and Mercury will
cease to function. If there is water on the planets, terrible
tsunamis can be expected. Hurricane-like winds may occur. Within a
few minutes, whoever has survived that stage of the cataclysm would
be in a rarefied atmosphere not fit for breathing,” replied Shelby.

“So
everyone except the Earth’s population, because the force of
gravity is created naturally here. That’s right, isn’t it?”
asked the president.

“Absolutely
right. And on the Moon.”

“Would
anything threaten Earth?”

Shelby
shook his head.

“I
doubt it. Switching off the force of gravity and the magnetic field
is of course a cataclysm, but only a local one. It is limited to the
celestial body on which it takes place. The influence on other bodies
would only be slight.

“But
we are discussing this from today’s point of view, in a situation
in which the inner planets are still in their customary orbits, which
is to say, quite a long way from each other. If they are moved from
there to create a cosmic cluster, as the minister for energy put it,
then that’s another matter.

“At
a close enough distance, heavenly bodies possessing a field of
gravity comparable to Earth’s create tidal forces. Acute changes in
these could also have unpleasant consequences for Earth. The more
closely the planets are located in the cluster, the greater effect
these tidal forces will have.

“But
I must enter another caveat here. A system of several planets could
be located in space so that tidal forces relative to Earth are
directed opposite ways and virtually balanced, both when energy is
being supplied by the sphere and when it is not. In this way, the
problem of such a cataclysm spreading to Earth would be avoided.”

“So
even in a worst-case scenario, our civilisation would survive and our
Earth would continue to be habitable?”

“Undoubtedly,
but with tremendous loss of life. All the populations of Mercury,
Venus and Mars would be wiped out.”

The
president lowered his glance for a few seconds, apparently thinking
about what had been said, and then looked at his advisor, who nodded.
He turned back to the engineers.

“Chris,
do you remember what we were talking about before the conference
began?”

“Of
course, Mr. President.”

“What
do you think about building a frame to reinforce the structure of a
planet?”

Chris
looked around at the other engineers.

“We
have long been experimenting with nanomaterials to reinforce
structures. In principle, they should be strong enough to create
something of the sort. By the way, we are making test drillings on
Mars, because we believe that it is rich in a raw material suitable
for building a nano-frame. It looks as if the aliens also intend to
use this rock for the same purpose. So in theory, there is hope, but
there are still a huge number of unsolved questions.”

“If
you had access to a frame built by the aliens, would you be able to
understand their technology?” 


“We
already know something about this subject, so... we probably would,
yes.”

One
of the historians requested the floor.

“With
all due respect, if you were to take your electronic tablet out of
your pocket right now, get into a time machine and give it to
Leonardo da Vinci, even his genius would not enable him to understand
its principle of operation.”

The
engineer nodded.

“I
agree, because it is based on principles in physics which were not
known at that time. But we understand the properties of nanomaterials
quite well. We have an overall theory covering that aspect of
physics. We just haven’t yet worked out the necessary production
technologies. In other words, even without the help of the aliens, we
have already come close to solving such problems. I think this is a
task within our capabilities.”

The
president raised his hand, breaking off the discussion.

“Gentlemen,”
he said somewhat pompously. “By the power vested in me, I decree
that we shall begin our cooperation with the aliens. A preliminary
feasibility assessment is entrusted to the participants in this
conference, for which I allocate three weeks. After that, the project
will be submitted to parliament and to the public.”

#
# #

END
OF EPISODE THREE
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An
excerpt from “Entangled”:

Aaron
came to, opening his eyes with some difficulty. He could dimly make
out the contours of the room. His surroundings lacked any distinct
detail, just random grey-coloured silhouettes and strange shapes
which, when looked at more closely, merged into familiar objects.

He
tried to raise himself up off the bed to see more but was unable, his
arms were not up to the task - his muscles simply refused to do their
job. He would have to settle for just moving his eyes. Moving his
head also proved impossible. An impotent weakness enveloped his whole
body.

OK.
Now he understood. It was a hospital. Aaron had absolutely no memory
of how he had ended up there, which meant it had happened again. His
doctor had warned him that sooner or later it would happen, and it
looked like that time had come. He had had a heart attack. The second
in two years.

Aaron
could feel his teeth chattering as if he were freezing to death. But
he was well covered, he was warm, so it was not from cold. It had
been the same last time. Maybe fear? No, he was not scared of death.
The worst was already behind him. The very fact that he was lying in
a hospital bed looking at a hospital ward meant that this time around
he had survived again. Everyone died at some point, and one day it
would be his turn, but not this time. This time he had pulled
through.

In
a way, he was already getting used to the thought of his death. After
his first heart attack, he had not been himself at all. Back then,
the first time round, when he had also come to in a hospital bed, the
doctor had told him what had happened and he had almost broken down.
He knew that his life would no longer be the same ever again. Tears
had run down his ageing, wrinkled cheeks and he had been unable to
stop them. This time, however, it was bearable.

Suddenly,
the door swung open and a doctor came into the ward, followed by a
nurse. Aaron could barely make out the outlines of the newcomers, but
he could distinguish the silhouettes and hear steady footsteps. In a
hospital, only the doctors walk with such confidence. The patients
are too weak and visitors tread softly, trying not to make too much
noise. They practically walk on their tiptoes. The doctors, however,
are a different matter. They stomp around like soldiers on parade.
Also, he could smell them. A smell that only doctors in white coats
give off. Even with his sense of smell, dulled by noxious vapours
after forty years in a factory, he could tell them a mile away.

"Good
morning, Aaron! How are you feeling?" said the taller and leaner
silhouette. His voice was encouraging. The atmosphere in the ward
seemed to lose some of its melancholy and become more welcoming.

"Sister,
would you open the window please? It is a little stuffy," said
the doctor.

Aaron
watched the second, smaller silhouette obediently move over to the
window, pull at the sash cord and open it with a rattling screech.
Noise from the street burst into the ward. The twitter of birds, the
conversation of passersby, the clicking of heels on the pavement.
After a moment, Aaron could feel the cool air flowing in from
outside. First it touched his cheeks, then it blew down his thinning,
grey hair to his shoulders, and soon it enveloped him completely,
hugging him in a cold embrace that he could feel even through his
warm blanket. The chilly freshness was more than welcome. It had a
particular smell, which for some reason he always associated with the
smell of watermelons.

Suddenly
he saw an image of himself many years before, also springtime,
arriving home from work with a bag containing an enormous, stripy
watermelon. He had only been married for a short while and he and his
wife had just moved into their first apartment together. Their
firstborn could already sit up unaided, and Jessica was pregnant with
their second. Hearing the front door close, she popped her head
around the kitchen door.

"Ah,
it's you. Wash your hands and sit down. Dinner’s on the table
already," she said to him, her words coming out in a rush. In
one hand she held an empty baby bottle, having only just finished
feeding the baby.

The
food was already waiting for him on the table, and there was a
wonderful smell rising up from the steaming plate. Jessica rocked
their child in her arms. The baby was looking at the enormous
watermelon in his father’s arms wide-eyed, as though it was an
unknown miracle.

Aaron
washed the stripy fruit, wiped it dry and took out a large knife. No
sooner had he sunk the knife through the thick skin when a crack
appeared along the back of the watermelon. The small kitchen was
immediately filled with its aroma, an aroma that was the very essence
of freshness. He cut off a small slice and tasted it.

"How
sweet it is. The baby will love it. Do you want some?" he asked
his wife.

"Go
on then."

He
cut two pieces from the very middle and carefully removed all the
seeds, then gave one to Jessica and held the other out to his son. He
opened his mouth obediently and Aaron fed him a piece. The boy ate
the juicy fruit noisily and happily. As he chewed, he looked at both
his parents in wonderment.

"Do
you like it, my little teddy bear?"

Their
teddy bear reached out towards the table where the fragrant
watermelon sat.

"You
want some more?"

The
child laughed. It would have been impossible for him not to have
liked the sweet delicacy. Aaron cut another piece. They stood like
that in the small kitchen and watched as their tiny little son ate
watermelon for the first time in his life. Aaron hugged Jessica from
behind, resting his chin on her shoulder and stroking her stomach. In
her seventh month of pregnancy, she was gradually starting to look
like a watermelon. And that is what he called her - my little
watermelon.

Jessica
came up with the nickname herself. Six months ago when they had been
planning their holiday, Aaron had not been able to get time off at
the beginning of the summer as he had wanted, only nearer the end.
His wife was already pregnant, so did not like the idea of having
their holiday three months later than planned.

"I'll
be bobbing about in the sea like a watermelon," she’d said at
the time, and Aaron had laughed, imagining what she was going to look
like. It really had been funny, and her description proved to be spot
on.

Now,
however, he was standing embracing his wife and looking at their son.
Jessica tilted her head back slightly and her brown hair brushed
against his face. He could smell her hair and feel the warmth of her
body. And in her arms their first son sat quietly, unable to tear his
eyes away from the watermelon. Aaron knew he would remember this
moment for the rest of his life.

*
* *

US
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