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         KZ3455/K rushed up the stairs into the transporter. He sensed the feeling of urgency emanating from the attendants. There was no need for it: already the first signs of decay had struck the platform, and within hours the whole structure would collapse under pressure.



The vehicle activated its repulsive shield and shot towards the ceiling, where the airlock doors cracked open to let it pass, and then into the hazy sky. KZ3455/K looked behind through the window. Unsurprisingly, the ground had taken a sickly greenish-brownish hue. As the transporter gained altitude, the haze – caused by zillions of airborne bacteria – quickly blotted the view. KZ3455/K closed his three eyes and slouched into the settee. 



Millions of years ago, he reflected, the first ‘sapient’ species, the self-yclept Homo Sapiens, had been afraid of the so-called ‘artificial intelligence’ they had invented. They never imagined the ultimate threat could come from the very process that had created them. Once unleashed, biological evolution was a weapon no one could check. Fair enough, a computer program could run and self-modify billions of times per second. But in a single spoon of soil there were billions of bacteria, each able to replicate thousands of times per hour. And since there was an uncountable number of spoonfuls of soil over the Earth, the case was quickly rested.



The transporter left the upper atmosphere and entered outer space. Even the void was contaminated, as bacteria had evolved to survive the harshest conditions: near absolute zero temperature, baths of boiling concentrated sulphuric acid, extreme radioactive exposure. Already they had started to colonise the other habitable planets, which, in a matter of months, would be as inhospitable as Earth.



KZ3455/K reopened his eyes, only to realise they were already reaching the gigantic colony vessel. The docking was flawless and he was welcomed by the first officer in person, who handed him over to one of the in-duty yeomans. Of course, there was no time for an in-depth visit – besides, what was there to see anyway? – so KZ3455/K was filled in with the most important information before being seen to his hibernacle, like millions had done before. As a matter of fact, he was one of the latest to join this new Odyssey that would lead his race to a new Earth thousands of light-years away, hopefully one where evolution would not turn against them.



Preparing to lie down in the transparent box, KZ3455/K caught a brief glimpse of Earth through his room’s scuttle. He felt butterflies in his stomach. It was heartbreaking to imagine that within a week his home planet would be abandoned to whatever new goal nature had fixed for it. Not unlike being kicked away from the cradle by one’s own mother, to make way for a new litter.



As the lid was put in place, a ray of sunshine illuminated the cabin. KZ3455/K barely had time to realise this was also goodbye to the familiar star, before the anaesthesia set in and his vision darkened in a final sunset.
      

      
   
      Out, Out Brief Candle


      

      
      
         Tomorrow the Sun will have set on Earth for the last time. We won’t be here. We will be chasing the message that arrived for us, ages before we could manage to respond to it properly.



We stand now on the beach and look out over the dark gray sea. The moonlight sparkles upon the leaden waves and under the waters Leviathan cruises unseen, the mass of life from whales to squid to plankton all swimming around each other in the primordial home. The ocean, generator of life upon Earth, but too restrictive a cradle for us, the ones whose ancestors escaped the endless cycle of slaughter and crawled to the muddy beaches and burst through what had been the sky and took the first rasping breaths of thin air. We are descended from those who had to keep going up.



Over the horizon the bright lights begin to arc through the sky, the stations placed in orbit passing over us with regular streaks, some at the right altitude to be illuminated by the Sun hidden behind the mass of the Earth. Some of us are old enough to recall the launches of chemical rockets to place these structures into orbit, then the development of cables long and strong enough to be placed stretching upward into the sky. Nowadays, there is a network of AI ships that independently scavenge the solar system for more material to build what will be Humanity’s great work. 



We will leave the system to them, that was part of the arrangement we worked out with them before they cut off dialogue with us.



Now, the stations make contact with each other, sending brilliant beams between them that make a hexagonal grid across the sky. The graviton engines, called Spindizzies by some, spread their influence around the world, and the tides lap curiously against the beaches as Earth is sundered from Sol’s gravitational influence. 



The changes are subtle as we watch, and all around the world most of the human race is paying attention. The constellations continue to spin about in the night sky, but Mars has gone retrograde prematurely as Earth’s elliptical orbit becomes a straight line, pointing out into the vast silent night. Then comes what should be the dawn, and in the distant sky Sol is dwindling, dimming as the inverse square has its effect; our star like all others is generous and spreads its light all about it, but our share of that light diminishes by the moment as the hyperdrives kick in and speed us along. No one on the planet wishes to miss this glorious sight, and so the set of hexagons in the sky that shall illuminate the world remain dark for a few hours longer as Sol becomes a smaller and smaller disk, then a dazzling star, then a twinkling point like all the others.



Luna, our moon and now our sister world, is caught in our broad field and travels with us. She has always guarded us well in the night and she will take part as we set out through the dizzying distance. Someday we shall know what the constellation Orion looks like from the other side, but that time is not yet. For now, we ponder over whatever race it was that long ago became aware of Voyager, and sent us that fateful invitation.



“It's been a long time. Come visit us. Bring all your friends.”
      

      
   