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Fred and Alterio appeared from amongst the undergrowth, as if out of nowhere. Their dark khaki Union of Earth States overalls made them difficult to see amid so much green. The two explorers were red in the face from the effort of having run up from the valley. They were carrying backpacks full of watertight bags, plastic test tubes with seeds and tissue samples.

The vegetation in their path timidly moved aside, opening up the way for them in a manner that, despite the intervening days on Vetula, still surprised them.

The surrounding plants were sensitive to touch, shrinking down to half their size like the touch-me-not on Earth. Further down, in the valley, where the hurricane-force winds of the pollen season did not arrive with such strength, they displayed their colossal fronds and flowers that resembled a colander or a tennis racquet with splendour, sometimes in gigantic proportions.

Cataloguing Vetula would be endless; it would take tens of years.

Normally, one in every thousand worlds visited with the potential to support life presented it at macroscopic level, almost always small and leathery plants, resistant to the changing climate and insects. Little else. Vetula was therefore exceptional due to its lush vegetation and the absence of animal life. Barely seven hours had passed before the vegetation had partially covered all the Malatesta 5’s support bases.

Fred was a slender, stringy guy with curly black hair and pale skin, always optimistic. Alterio, on the other hand, was shorter, with a slight belly and pronounced baldness that two grafting sessions had not yet hidden convincingly. His light blue eyes and his ash blond hair framed a friendly-looking square face furrowed by numerous wrinkles.

At that moment, Tara was inspecting the landing module’s supports. She was a very responsible and esteemed woman with a strong physique, large hips and short, curly chestnut hair that seemed rough to the eye. Her round face, with its red cheeks and small nose, like her mouth, transmitted calm. She used to be the one who kept ‘their feet on the ground’. They often joked about that.

This trip would make it the eighteenth planet they had stepped foot on and the last before returning to the starbase on Jupiter.

The grass was below the wind and the permanent scent of dry green leaves filled the meadow where they had landed. There were no perfumes on Vetula Prime: the plants had no animals to call out to or deceive; there were no fruits to eat or colours to admire either, just green, a thousand shades of green, yellow and red.

“What’s going on?” Tara shouted to them.

Smiling, Fred stopped a few metres away from her and took a breath.

“There’s a river two or three kilometres from here...” he wheezed. Meanwhile, Alterio had hurriedly climbed aboard the ship. “And we’ve seen... they were there, frolicking in the water, getting wet and splashing around,” he took another breath, “...the creatures were almost two metres long.” He was excited.

“Wow, I’d made up my mind we’d found a planet without animal life,” he smiled. Meanwhile, Alterio left the ship with the microwave gun, camouflage capes and sampling devices.

“When you see these creatures...” Fred said to Tara.

Alterio, who was approaching them, nodded in support.

“They’re huge.”

“All right. Don’t have too much fun, I want to do some collecting and go home.”

Alterio joined them.

“Has he told you? Has he? I don’t think we’ve ever found specimens of that size, it would be nice to be able to take one or two.”

“I’ll prepare the cryonic tubes,” Tara grumbled. “But don’t be late or I’m going without you.” Then she seemed to think of something and added, “And don’t spoil them!”

“You know I have extraordinary marksmanship. I’ll be careful,” Fred replied, and winking as he mimicked squeezing the trigger, as if firing his gun: “It’s going to be a piece of cake.”

Fred was an expert in survival, a professional hunter and the one who had taken down the animal species they were finding – until now, a complete disappointment. Away from Earth, the biggest thing they had found was a species of goat with a ‘likeable’ appearance, due to its mouth curving upwards in an exaggerated way. It had been in the arid desert of Caddus Three.

The two men swiftly disappeared by the same route by which they had appeared. In a few minutes, no trace of them remained.

Tara shook her head absentmindedly as she watched them disappear. At least this is over. She went up to the module and began to set up two large methacrylate tubes for the samples. The Caddusian goat looked at her from the blue preservative with a grotesque smile. Tara hated that creature.

Five hours later, when the pilot was starting to get impatient, she received a call from Alterio’s NetRAD:

“I thought you’d been eaten!” Tara exclaimed with a slightly reproachful tone.

“No, everything’s fine. Sorry for not letting you know, but we’ve been enjoying ourselves.” He seemed exultant. “Fred’s hunted three and it’s taken us a while... The issue is that...”

“What’s the issue?” she replied disapprovingly, pre-emptively.

“Damn! We’re already on the way home. A bit more joy from you would be nice... I don’t think we’ll ever experience this adventure again,” he said, roaring with laughter. “These creatures weigh a ton, we can’t carry them in the carrier.”

“Why can’t you stick to what was said! We only need one or two, not three,” Tara cried reproachfully.

“I know, but Fred left the first one mangled for too long,” Alterio let out a short laugh as if to apologise, “without pulling the trigger, you know... and bang!”

“You’re supposed to be the level-headed scientist that contains the hunter!” Tara sighed in annoyance. “Do you want me to come over there?”

“It would be a pity to leave one, now that it’s dead, don’t you think?”

“And it won’t be dangerous to stay there? Without knowing their ethology... Others from the same flock might attack us.”

“I don’t think so, it’s quiet, we haven’t seen any more. It seems like some kind of filtering organism, primitive. I don’t think it will be a threat.”

Tara seemed to think about it.

“We have enough atmospheric exploration fuel, and we’re heading home...” she said, resigned. “All right, I’ll go.”

“Come on then, hurry up, we have a surprise,” he laughed.

“Okaaay.” She drew the word out. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes. Out.”

“Out.”

When she had finished checking everything, she programmed the flight computer and the module lifted off with a slight hiss.

The vehicle glided with a soft purr from the engines, rocked by gusts of wind from the summit. Then it moved silently towards the depths of the valley, following the riverbed, endeavouring to hold its position a few hundred metres from the bottom. It did not take long before a rising plume of smoke could be distinguished a couple of kilometres away.

“No... What are those fools doing?” Tara said aloud to herself.

The vehicle turned around a bonfire that was burning among the pebbles by the stream. Two decent-sized creatures lay inert next to each other while a third was being torn up by Fred’s machete. Alterio was returning from the jungle carrying firewood and he tried to greet her. As he did so, all the firewood fell to the ground.

After surveying the ground, she decided to land about twenty metres away, very gently, until the ship settled on the slippery pebbles. One of its legs remained partly submerged in the water.

The walkway deployed so Tara could get outside:

“What have you done?!” she said as she exited the ship and saw Alterio approach. He smiled.

“Don’t get angry, it’s just a farewell party. Just a sec and I’ll be back,” and he climbed the gangway to the inside of the ship. “Get closer to the bonfire, it’s nice, like being at a picnic.”

“Where are you going?!”

“It’s a surprise!” she heard him yell from inside.

She turned to Fred, who was washing his hands and the machete in the river.

“Are you guys crazy?”

Several sizeable pieces of whitish meat were cooking gently on the bonfire, skewered on several improvised spikes made from white rocker, a reed with a very hard stem that grew in the water. A delicious aroma of grilled seafood was spreading.

“Do you smell that?” asked Fred, who then became animated. “We deserve a proper farewell after five years of eating rehydrated packets and spinning around from one rock to another in this corner of this galaxy.”

“We’re going to eat the creature?!” Tara raised her eyebrows, both amused and disturbed.

“Alterio has examined it. It’s first-rate protein: amino acids, vitamins... It’s similar to lobster and without any cholesterol. We could set up a farm on Earth and make a fortune,” he laughed, amused.

Tara muttered, but not very angrily, and sat down to one side.

The dismembered creature’s head was drying near the bonfire. It was shaped like a shield, larger than a human head, with a vertical slit that divided it in two, out of which rough-looking brown bristles protruded. On both sides of the groove, there were four jet black balls, embedded in the surface as if they were eyes without eyelids or eyelashes. It looked like a tribal mask.

Alterio reappeared. He had a large jar of mayonnaise in his hand. It was glass; no rehydrated powder, a priceless luxury:

“What would a good seafood barbecue be without mayonnaise? I was saving it for a moment of depression...” Everyone laughed.

“It’s the most expensive mayonnaise in the universe... Do you realise what it’s worth to have transported every gram millions of light years away?” Tara asked, amused.

“Highest quality. The most expensive mayonnaise in the galaxy,” said Alterio, and the three of them erupted into laughter.

Tara’s face relaxed and, mixing the alcohol-free beer powder in a jug of water, she kicked off the farewell party.

The tasty pieces of meat melted in their mouths between laughter and anecdotes of the journey, as, little by little, they began to realise how important that expedition had been.

As night fell that day, they departed for Jupiter feeling quite sad.

The weeks passed with monotony. They thought they had got through the hardest part when they made contact with the Beacon of Pluto. Home again. After quarantine at Base Jupiter, a small, fast shuttle drove the Malatesta 5 crew to Base Armstrong with the rest of the crews from the Malatesta project.

There they learned that there was no news from modules 3 and 7. It was practically impossible to do anything for them. Voyages into deep space took too much time and finding a diminutive module in the volume of the space area to explore would take several years. The only option was to wait for them to appear on their own. It was the hardest part of the programme: like sailors of old, the crews of the Malatestas could only count on themselves once up there. At the end of the year, if they had not returned, official funerals would be held.

They were informed that in a week they would be transferred to Earth, where the President would bestow them with honours. After that, they would return to their countries to receive tributes, hold conferences and be true celebrities.

The curved surface of the orbital station was a little disconcerting – the base simulated gravity by rotating the inhabited ring. Outside, occasional flashes were a reminder to readjust its orbit from time to time, due to small deviations caused by the irregular distribution of mass in the ring and people’s movements.

Fred seemed to descend the concave corridor until he reached the table where Tara, Alterio and three other people he did not know were.

“Here, Fred!” Tara gestured to him with her hand. “Here!”

He approached them and shook hands as he was introduced to the strangers. The redhead was Mabel Striker, pilot of Malatesta 1. She and her colleagues had had a problem with a plague of Baluti ‘bedbugs’, and having come back, they had just left quarantine.

“Those little bastards,” Striker added as she took a large swig of beer. “We nearly didn’t mention it,” she laughed. “On Balut, there’s barely an ozone layer and the radiation is so powerful that these bugs fossilise until rainy season arrives,” she smiled as she shook her head.

Mäntel Burns, the scientist, exchanged a knowing look with her.

“And we thought they were small brown pebbles, so we were putting them inside the soles of our boots. No matter how much we irradiated them with the sterilisers at the entrance, it didn’t help. To those bugs, it was like taking a warm shower. At least our experience has led to a change in sterilisation protocol.”

“True, it’s the kind of story that anyone would want to be reminded of,” Striker added with irony. “Listen. We landed in a kind of fluvial plain. Tens of square kilometres of empty plain around us, and those blazing suns,” she glanced at her glass. “All that ground was covered with those little stone balls, who would imagine that they were living beings?”

The third person unknown to Fred was María Colotov, a thin, alert-looking woman with dark hair and light blue eyes. She was the expedition’s hunter. Nearly talking over Striker, she added:

“In fact, not so many got in, it’s just that the ship must have been paradise for them: damp, protected from radiation...” Burns retorted:

“At first there were perhaps only one or two...” Mabel Striker seemed to recall a moment from the past, and with a cynical smile continued:

“I remember that one day, the sky turned cloudy, the temperature suddenly dropped, and it started to rain heavily. I was watching from the dome and I had the feeling that the ground outside was shaking or vibrating, I don’t know how to explain it. The whole plain looked like a patch of silt swaying in the wind, but without any wind! Jesus, was it moving!”

“And then the ‘patch of silt’ started to cover the ship. It was terrifying...” Burns added.

Puzzled, Tara had her hand over her jaw:

“What a pickle. Emergency landing, for sure,” she added, almost to herself.

“We hit the hydrogen and oxygen afterburner and reached acceleration of 8 g!”

Fred left the drink that had just appeared via the refreshments hatch on the table and added:

“You would get frazzled in one or two square kilometres.”

Burns smiled:

“When you see the recording, it’s startling. Suddenly a hole of orange earth opens in the middle of the plain, and after a few minutes, it starts to close up. Spectacular and distressing.”

“And that wasn’t all, of course,” Fred commented.

“We were in orbit for a while, examining the ‘tide’ of those little things, and then the rashes started to appear. They looked like mosquito bites, but as they couldn’t be, we didn’t pay them much attention, and so they got worse with every day that went by. After that, we started to get earaches, blood in our faeces...”

The faces of the Malatesta 5 crew were a picture.

“Disgusting!” escaped from Alterio’s mouth.

Tara was leaning over the table in an interested manner.

“How did you...?”

Colotov looked at them, amused.

“When you’re in that situation, you forget your squeamishness. I’ve been to many countries in South America where the bugs feed on you and get in wherever they can; they have no shame like us. So, I told Burns directly. When I examined his ear canal, I found a dozen of those pearly creepy-crawlies, and in the rest of his body, in short... They will study him in the years to come. I removed about ninety with some tweezers, an enema did the rest... In the end, between the three of us, we gathered about one hundred and seventy-seven of those bugs.”

“And?” Alterio seemed impatient to know the ending.

“Then we had to dismantle half the ship and kill hundreds, they were in any of the joints that emitted some kind of heat, it attracted them,” Colotov said. “It occurred to Burns to make a sort of heat trap using batteries and a resistor, like a stove. We attenuated all the heat sources in the rest of the ship. That’s how we managed to get them out of their hiding places.”

“It was curious,” Burns added. “Not that I was at my best, but even so, it was impressive, almost phantasmagorical. The three of us sat on a metal shelf wrapped in thermal blankets, and we left the resistor switched on in the middle of a big plate of water, right in the middle of the meeting room. Then we shut off the ship’s power and, in a few minutes, under that faint orange light, we saw how tiny dots started to appear from all parts of the cabin, in a pilgrimage to worship the ‘great battery resistor’ there.” Colotov and Striker laughed. “It was as if a little mound of earth was alive.”

Striker interrupted him.

“And then, with all the nastiness I could muster, I sprayed them with liquid nitrogen to make the first alien ice cream.”

Everyone started to laugh. Tara, Alterio and Fred could not help sharing some complicit glances. She raised her beer.

“I raise a toast to the Malatesta 1, to knowing how to get rid of the bugs, the little bastards that they are.”

Everyone raised their glasses and said “To the Malatesta 1” in unison. After a long sip, Striker looked at the Malatesta 5 crew and moved her head as if urging them to speak.

“How about you guys? Like the rest, too? Bugs, rocks and lichens?” Everyone laughed.

Fred had a tell-tale smile on his face.

“Well, we hunted a couple of goats twenty-five light years away from here.” There was general chuckling.

Burns was interested in what they had found.

“I understood that you’d been on a planet with highly developed plant life.”

“Vetula,” added Fred. “A nightmare for me as a hunter – or at least, so I thought.”

“We hit the jackpot on the last day,” Alterio chimed in.

Tara made a gesture of disdain, but jokingly. He became more vehement.

“Seriously, the planet itself is extraordinary. Since there are no animals, the plants have adopted pollination methods. It’s surprising to see neither a flower nor a colour other than green, yellow or red.” 

Colotov was curious.

“But what happened on the last day? There’s a rumour about...”

“Oh, yes!” Fred said. “As I was saying, it seemed clear to us that we weren’t going to find animals there, and so we spent a couple of weeks going from one place to another collecting seeds and tissues... you know the protocol. On the last day, following the course of the river, we heard a kind of splashing sound...”

“Imagine,” Alterio interrupted, “two weeks of total silence, just hearing the wind brushing against the leaves, and suddenly clearly hearing something moving through the water...”

Fred continued.

“We approached with great care and when we moved some branches aside, we could see them fifty metres away. They were like a sort of... I can’t describe them. Imagine a scaly torso with arms capable of turning three hundred and sixty degrees, and tentacles instead of fingers. All attached to a sort of flexible lobster tail...”

“And the head,” Alterio finished, “like a shield and with eight black balls for eyes.” He took the all-in-one from his pocket and showed them a photo. The Malatesta 1 crew looked at it with surprise and a little revulsion.

“Of course, they didn’t notice we were there. We watched them for a while as though hypnotised. One was on the pebbled shore, not moving, while the other two animals were pushing each other violently until one threw the other into the water. Then the one who was in the water swam away and the one who had pushed him launched himself after him. Both stayed submerged for several minutes while the one on the shore barely moved.”

“At first, we thought it might be sick, or that it was the female that the males were courting through their fight; or vice versa, that the male was being courted by the females...”

“We returned to the ship as quickly as possible, I got the gun and bang, bang, bang,” Fred’s expression accompanied the mimicry. “It was comical. When the first one fell in the river, the one on the shore got up abruptly and, raising his legs over his body, began to wiggle them.” He imitated the creature in a funny way.

“I think he was threatening you or something like that,” Alterio added.

“Then the one left in the water came out and did the same, but as soon as he saw that the one on the shore got shot between the eyes, he started to crawl towards the jungle... Before he escaped, a clean shot at a moving target,” Fred concluded.

“In the end,” Alterio added, “it turned out that the one on the shore was a male and the ones in the water, male and female... Someday, you’ll have to go back and study their habits, maybe bring some live ones to a zoo.”

Tara smiled.

“Oh, yes! And a good handful of those creepy goats.”

Everyone laughed.

Striker, who was handling the all-in-one, dragged his finger over the photo, unwittingly changing to another. The image surprised him.

“What is this?” he said with a half-smile, and he showed them a photo in which Tara and Fred were making a toast with beer as they held up two large pieces of golden and white meat with a spoonful of mayonnaise on top.

The Malatesta 5 crew exchanged a look, but it was Fred who answered.

“It was the last day, and as one of the specimens was pretty damaged, we decided to have a little seafood barbecue.”

There was brief uproar at the table before Striker spoke again.

“You guys ate that?! It’s almost worse than ours... You put that creature in your body voluntarily!” Everyone laughed.

Tara made an aside.

“Officially, we took them down, but only two of the bodies were useful from an anatomical point of view, if you catch my drift... It was a little farewell joke.”

Alterio took the floor.

“Objectively speaking, I think it’s the healthiest and tastiest meat I have ever tried, a perfect balance of fat, protein, vitamins. Everything was perfect. It melted in the mouth as if it were made of butter! It would be a commercial success...”

Fred rushed to chime in:

“And it tasted of lobster... It makes my mouth water.”

With a playful wink, Colotov added:

“When are we going back to Vetula for a snack?” Everyone laughed.

The following week was uneventful and boring, waiting for the period of time for the re-encounter to elapse. Thus, the missing Malatestas were already officially missing, and the transfer of the crews who had returned to Earth was prepared. However, at 01:47 Earth time that night, all the alarms at the base went off.

The emergency lights glowed red and an annoying buzzing filled the space at the base, accompanied by monotone calls for calm and requests about emergency protocols. Passengers should get dressed and be ready to follow any instructions; it was recommended that they remain in their own or in public rooms but avoid wandering around the corridors.

When Striker leaned out into the long, curved corridor, she saw dozens of people leaving their rooms and asking neighbours if they knew what was happening. She took out her all-in-one from the pocket of her overalls and called Control. A customer service robot immediately popped up.

“Good morning, Captain Striker, how may I help you?”

“I want to speak to a human.”

“I am afraid that all available human personnel are busy, but please give me the opportunity to help you, I can offer you several topics: leisure, regular transport to Earth, dispute resolution, accommodation...”

Striker interrupted him.

“What is the alarm for?”

“I have no data on that matter, perhaps you would prefer to talk about: leisure, regular transport to...”

“Not interested. Has any call to action been made to staff from the station or the Malatesta project or...?”

“I am afraid that I cannot answer that question with current data. Do you wish me to tell you any new information regarding it? This service...”

“Yes, tell me.”

“I must inform you that this service has a cost of 3 credits, and that this conversation constitutes a legal verbal bond for the...” Striker had hung up. Addressing her all-in-one, she stated: “Colotov.”

In just five seconds, Colotov’s lively voice rang out from the device.

“I was just going to call you...”

“Do you know what all this is about?”

“I have no idea, I just know that I was sat having a drink at the Mp Brulli in the leisure deck with Tara and...”

“Tara?”

“The captain of the Malatesta 5, we talked to them a few days ago...”

“Oh, yes!”

“And suddenly people began to gather at the large window, apparently there has been some kind of explosion or something in the Eolo.”

“The military hangars?”

“They say they’ve disintegrated it, including the fifty fighter-bombers...”

“Shit, who is it that’s done it, Ganymedean independence fighters?”

“I have no idea, but it looks like it. Though I think this is too big for them...”

“I’m on my way over there.”

“Okay. We’re at the bar having something to drink.”

The corridors were crammed with people in their underwear, talking nervously and peering through the large windows. Striker ran towards the Mp Brulli.

Captain Drake was floating motionlessly in space. Only the echoes of his breathing cut through the jarring silence of emptiness. Occasionally, a crackle of digital static indicated to him that his communicator was still working, although he had no signal to receive.

Almost two hours have gone by since the squadrons’ combined attack on the Eolo military complex. The gigantic alien vehicle had passed with apparent sluggishness between him and the floating bodies of a hundred pilots and co-pilots that were spinning like balloons in space.

They were many thousands of kilometres from the base, the largest military complex in planetary orbit. Was it possible that the Ganymedeans had built an object of such colossal size as that? And what kind of weapon was that, capable of dissolving a fighter-bomber in a matter of seconds and leaving the pilots without a scratch?

The vehicle was huge; perhaps thirty or forty times bigger than the starbase. The smooth surface shone with a yellowish hue like an egg yolk, slightly reflective.

Its shape was that of a cigar, swollen around its centre. He could not distinguish any windows, hatches, antennae, or any structures that were not perfectly integrated into the hull.

He tried to turn around to see his men, which made him start rotating around himself, slowly but surely. With each rotation he could identify several small dots scattered around him. Each one was a soldier: like a joke, they continued their advance from before they were hit by the unknown weapon, sitting on imaginary seats of imaginary ships.

The sun was a brilliant golden ball whose radiance made the Earth a gloomy circle. Finally, Drake, who was still spinning around like a top, vomited, making his journey much more unpleasant.

Forty-eight hours had passed since the intruders’ arrival. The TV news abandoned the conspiracy theories, discarding all the probable and improbable culprits of the greatest attack Earth had suffered, while the GAC[1], the MfM[2] and other terrorist, paramilitary or lobbying groups sympathetic to the Counterunification distanced themselves from the aggression in vehement communiqués.

Although the attack was essentially bloodless, at least sixteen thousand victims had to be mourned during the weeks that followed; most of them suicides or people in poor health.

On the fifteenth day after the visitors’ arrival, entitled the ‘Dramatic First Contact’, the Government of Earth announced that they had begun negotiations with the aliens, and that they guaranteed that there would be no more assaults or attacks.

Captain-General Mon Alvarado looked at them gravely from the other side of his desk. Despite the smoking ban throughout the Lunar Base, he offered them tobacco and himself lit a cigar, whose smoke stopped at the ceiling extractor.

The Malatesta 5 team, visibly nervous, sat in three comfortable chairs on the other side of the table without saying anything.

“There’s no easy way to explain the situation, but, having reviewed all the data from your mission, we found coincidences that give the aliens’ – well, Urdans’, since it appears that they come from that system – story plausibility...”

Fred added in a whisper:

“We haven’t even got that far...”

The general let the interruption pass, given the situation, and after a brief pause, continued:

“In addition to that, they have handed us a precise DNA pattern that identifies you beyond all doubt...” the general said gravely.

They interrupted him again.

“Identifies? What story? What does it have to do with us?” Tara sputtered.

“More or less, we have managed to make out that, roughly speaking...” he cleared his throat, “they accuse you of having attacked and killed a group of scientific explorers on Vetula Prime, and they want us to hand you over to be judged...”

Fred, the colour of wax, gave off a shriek.

“You can’t hand us over! We’re from Earth!”

The general’s expression was serious but sympathetic.

“The situation, apart from any other reasonable interpretation, is the following: in just one hour, the Urdans disposed of all our military power in space, all of it. Although this hasn’t been leaked to the press, in the next hour and three quarters, 95% of the nuclear silos were completely disintegrated. Sadly, I do not have good news. Put simply, we cannot in any way prevent them from taking what they want. They could demand unconditional surrender and we would have to comply. The presidency and the admiralty have concluded that strategically it’s best to negotiate, since they are giving us that option.” He cleared his throat again as he pulled some strands of tobacco out of his mouth and deposited them in the ashtray. “You must be strong...”

Alterio bent his head and held it between his hands as he let out a “Fuck”. Fred immediately leapt up like a spring:

“We’ll fight. We’re from Earth, we never surrender.”

The general lowered his gaze as if to gather his strength, and then he looked at them quite dejectedly.

“I have orders from the president to hand you over to the Urdans without delay and without any conditions, along with the bodies of their own kind.” He cleared his throat. “I know that it was a sad accident, but the situation is what it is... Be strong. See yourselves as heroes sacrificing themselves for the sake of Earth... Nothing will be held against you; your service records will remain untarnished. A terribly sad accident... You did your duty and we know it...”

Alterio, his face clogged with rage, interrupted him.

“Fuck Earth, they’re going to sell us out!!”

The general continued to pay no attention to him.

“Those are not words I like to hear from a hero. I swear to you that you will be remembered as great explorers.” He then paused and tried to sound optimistic. “Besides, this is not the end, they are a very civilised, very legalistic race, we have been able to determine that throughout our contact... Furthermore, they avoided causing direct victims in their attack. That assures us that their laws will be fair, surely comparable to ours. Perhaps this is an opportunity for you, as the explorers that you are, to form a link to the Urdans that allows our peoples to reconcile through this terrible accident. See yourself as ambassadors of Earth. Show them what humanity is, win them over, lads, win them over.” He paused, hoping to see lifted spirits on their faces, but none of the crew said anything; they kept their heads down.

The general raised his eyebrows as if to express that there was nothing more he could do, and continued:

“And now you must go to the transport capsule. Good luck. Earth is with you.”

The soldiers helped the three Malatesta 5 crew members to get up, their lowered heads and expressionless faces reflecting their state of mind. Alterio momentarily lost his footing. When they were almost at the door, the general spoke again:

“Just a moment, there’s one more thing...” He hesitated, unsure how to explain. “At first, we thought it was a mistake, but they kept insisting and gave specific instructions. Do you have any idea why they also want us to send them a jar of mayonnaise?”
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Upon waking, the first thing he noticed was that the ceiling was bare, spotless; no lamps, no plaster decorations.

He was naked, lying on the floor. His hair was very short; he could tell when he touched it. He ran his hands over his face. His face seemed like his face, but, strangely, he did not know for certain.

He began to walk through the house: one after the other, he passed through all the doorframes. Rooms and more empty rooms; nothing, just air.

The environment was free from impurities, from smell. It was not cold. The corners, the nooks – everything was vaguely familiar to him but grey, so grey.

Light emanated only from the windows in each room; nothing else apart from that; only the luminosity filtered by the sieve of the half-closed blinds. The light swayed with reflections on the bare walls; there were no doors, just their hollows, without mouldings.

Nothing was the word that summed it all up. One after the other, he visited the rooms of the house. There were no bathrooms, there was no kitchen; there was no dust; there was no sound of cisterns being discharged, of water scampering through the pipes like rats in the walls.

The place was large, and the sensation of strangeness became more evident before that naked space. He touched a wall and its touch was strange to him, like that of ice, although it was not cold; the sensation of moisture permeated his senses, yet his hand remained dry.

That place was devoid of any of the things that make us call a house a house, and those neutral grey, almost plastic, walls, without a single blemish, started to feel claustrophobic to him. He searched for the exit.

The last door opened into the outside; he felt a chill. His body did not have a single hair, save that on his head and eyebrows, otherwise it would have stood on end. He crossed the doorframe and a nebulous glow dazzled him. It took a few seconds for him to adapt to the outside. There was no distinct sun, just a whitish glare that filled the sky. However, the first thing that surprised him was the absolute silence. He at once missed the birds, he missed the wind, a refreshing and gentle breeze. But the calm was total.

He felt no difference in temperature between the inside and the outside of the house; in spite of the intense sun, the temperature was the same, comfortable for a completely naked man.

He looked at his surroundings. He was on a big street of terraced houses, all grey, without doors but with glass windows that looked as though they were fused to the wall, the half-lowered blinds as if they were drawn on. He approached and ran his hand over the edges. When he touched them, he could not distinguish them from the joins of the frame, from the glass itself. He searched, but there were no bumps. The wall and the window did not seem like different materials to the touch, everything was equally tepid and damp, but dry.

His bare feet were treading on the manicured lawn in the garden and he began to take note of small details. He realised that he did not feel anything around his feet, no distinct sensation, he did not feel the earth or the slender blades of grass slipping between his toes; the touch of grass was similar to that of the floor in the house.

He reflected for a while, thinking about how he had got there and from where, but he did not remember his name. In fact, he did not have a concrete recollection of anything, he just knew that everything was strange yet real, disconcertingly false and true at the same time.

He walked along the street. The hedgerows were arranged in an orderly and symmetrical manner. He entered several houses, inspected them, but they were all the same, he found no difference between them. The same layout and the same lack of everything important.

He walked for a long time, every so often going inside a new house at random. He could not find anything different. The dozens of constructions that he visited perfectly replicated what he had seen in previous ones. No change, everything was absolutely identical.

He then decided to climb up to the roof of some house. He thought he might be able to get a better perspective that way; each house had guttering through which each rooftop drained, it did not seem hard to scale up them, if they held his weight. When he gripped it, its touch again surprised him; the same turgid and liquid, although dry, sensation.

At first, it seemed impossible to achieve, he slipped and fell to the ground on numerous occasions. Little by little, however, and after various attempts, he realised that it was a matter of finding the knack rather than anything else. He clambered up with vigour, gaining momentum with every metre, with a growing desire to see how far the street extended.

With care, so as not to fall from that height, he hoisted himself up onto the rooftop.
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