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What is death?

This was the question I had asked myself countless of times, ruminating long and without result for an answer as my consciousness floated through the never-ending darkness of my sensory deprived prison.

Then again, my consciousness had been transferred into a black box for recovery, which probably still should be floating through space. Spending time with only one's thoughts for what seems like eternity does drive a person into thinking about some truly philosophical thoughts. In fact, since I truly do have nothing but time, let us be precise. Let us raise the question of what exactly does this so-called prison refer to: my mind or the box?

I am inclined to think that I am my own monster.

To quote the famous statement made by Philosopher René Descartes almost two thousand years ago, "Cogito Ergo Sum", I think therefore I am. Absolutely banal given how it has been bastardized in its usage for the past two thousand years. And yet, placed in my context, it does raise some interesting food for thought. Even if I am able to think, am I in actuality alive? For despite the fact that I know I am still myself on the basis of being able to form conscious thought, having completely no external stimuli whatsoever seems to make the whole point of existence a bit meaningless, does it not? To be honest, if someone told me this was how the afterlife worked, I would truly believe him.

This experience would make even the most die-hard atheists believe in the concept of hell.

Of course, I was aware of the reason why I was having this existential crisis in my own mind with no one to rant to but my own alter egos. I daresay this fully mental meltdown is but a direct consequence to the series of events that had transpired before I had ended up in this state. It seems so elegant in its inevitability now that I look back at it. Newtonian in its elegance even. An action leads to an equal and opposite reaction. Groundbreaking scientifically at that time, but philosophically relevant again now thousands of years later. 

How was I so blind back then? All the warning signs were there. The rumours of tampering. The warnings of the Interstellar Security Unit, even our own security systems put in place. It all led to one inescapable conclusion if I had just taken the time to actually consider what they meant.

Sabotage.

Perhaps it is time I stopped rambling and told you the entirety of my sorry tale. Perhaps after you have listened to my story, you would learn from it and prevent another tragedy like mine from happening again.

I doubt it though. Even if we change our bodies from organic to mechanical ones, we still remain very human at our very core. 

We are still a very foolish race, playing with the powers of God.

                                                                     ***
First, allow me to introduce myself. I am Axtreas Edwards, manager of the Proxima Centauri Interstellar Power Plant. As evident by the name, it is a power plant that is built over the star Proxima Centauri, 4.24 light years away from earth. The power plant I managed generates electricity through the use of a Dyson Sphere, a type of structure that encompases a star and harnesses its energy for other uses.

This power plant was constructed to power the space exploration outpost located on the planet Proxima Centauri b, which is mostly used for scientific experiments. The excess power we generate is transmitted back to the Mercury Main Interstellar Power Plant at around 95% efficiency in its raw form as a concentrated beam, directed straight into a power conversion unit. 

Our model of a Dyson Sphere is similar to one used for our own sun, employing a swarm of autonomous space drones developed through the combined efforts of all the major space agencies on Earth around almost 700 years ago. In fact, the power plant was completely sponsored and built by the very same companies who built the first one, the oligarchic "big five" of space technology. 

On the surface, this station was built to remind the space colonies on Mars and Venus the glory days of the private space boom, after the discovery of a cheap and highly effective hydrogen-based rocket propulsion system. Of course, it also served as a thinly disguised reminder from the capital planet Earth to its other planet offshoots of how only through working together could humanity progress. A clear demonstration of power and a demand for cooperation, if you would. 

How fitting then, for this power plant which served as a symbol of old world power and prestige be destroyed as an anti-establishment act of defiance. 

The incident started like any normal day would, on the morning of the 14th of July, 3520. I had looked into reports of an incoming asteroid that could have dealt some damage to our autonomous drones around Proxima Centauri and was ready to request for the firing of our antimatter weapons when I received a visit from a rare guest. A distinguished one, at that.

"Mr Edwards, I trust you are well?"

I looked up from my desk to see a uniformed man being shown into my office. A quick glance at his insignia showed him to be one of the highest ranking officers in the Interstellar Security Unit. I instantly sat up straighter, reducing the opacity of the holographic monitor in front of me as I addressed him.

"Indeed I am, sir. I hope I am not being investigated for any rumours of trouble?"

"At ease, Mr Edwards. You are completely clean in our books. Although you are right in some capacity for the second part of your question. It is these rumours of trouble I am here for today. Could you tell me what you have already heard?"

I gestured for him to take a seat as I quickly collected my thoughts. It would not do to appear tongue tied in the presence of a special forces agent. Tapping my finger on the desk, I quickly distilled out what I knew and spoke.

"I have heard rumours of our programs acting abnormally lately. Some of my underlings swear they saw data that didn't match up with what should normally be the case when we were doing our daily checks on our softwares controlling the energy collection and redirection systems. But, when I ordered a company wide inquiry and investigation, I failed to turn up any conclusive evidence of these rumours having a basis in reality. However..."

"However?"

"These rumours persisted despite my best efforts disproving them. They became more sporadic, but there were still different people reporting the same thing — wrong data."

My guest opposite the table nodded. Suddenly, my wireless mind-to-mind data receiver beeps as it receives a request for data sharing. Strangely, it had no sender address and offered no preview of the information it was purporting to carry. A ghost file. Unsure of what to do, I sat there motionless for a few seconds before the agent spoke.

"Accept it, Mr Edwards. It comes from me. This is a report our own agency has compiled on irregularities in the anti-space debris protection system. We have checked your company report ahead of time and found that your errors matched ours. Do you agree?"

I quickly downloaded it into my consciousness and digested the information that poured into my cerebral cortex. The patterns were almost non-existent, but if one looked hard enough, it was clear that someone had been tampering with the figures in a similar way to ours.

Just to make sure, I summoned the report I had produced for my own company from my hippocampus. In an instant, a crystal clear image floated into my mind, aided by my implants in memory retrieval. After a quick comparison, I was sure. Both data were tampered in almost exactly the same areas.

"Sir. I can say with certainty that our data has been tampered. In fact, if I may be so bold, I daresay that whoever the perpetrator is, he has a goal he is working towards."

The agent across the table gestured for me to continue, not betraying a hint of his emotions. Of course, it was made easier by his unchanging mechanical face, but it was still amazing how he had perfect mastery over his every subconscious movement.

"The data listed here all come from a similar place, the movement controlling mechanism. Which means that — "

Before I could say anything, a siren sounded through the whole compound. Both the agent and I rose simultaneously.

"That is the warning that the anti-space debris protection system is active?"

The agent nodded at my question slowly. "Did you send over an order for the firing of the system, Mr Edwards?"

I shook my head. Seeing this, he quickly raised his hand up to his implants, placing a call.

"Then someone used your authority. What in the world could they be firing at?" For the first time, I thought I caught a hint of bewilderment from his words. Looks like he was still human under there after all.

"The asteroid Evanescent is due to pass within 10 kilometers of Proxima Centauri, about 1 kilometer from our Dyson swarm. I was just about to authorise its removal before you came."

Hearing my words, the agent quickly ran out of my office. Seeing the hallway empty, he broke into a run as I followed closely behind. Bursting into the employers' lounge, he grabbed the nearest person.

"What's going on?"

"No… No idea? We heard the warning and came here to take cover and watch the explosions. Did we do something wrong?" 

Both of us quickly rushed over to the bulletproof glass window at one side of the lounge, hoping to get a better idea of what was happening. To our horror, we saw the anti-matter cannon on one of the moons orbiting the planet readying up, a neon blue glow filling its turret.

I could hear the agent cursing beside me. After standing still for a few seconds, he grabbed me by the arm and frantically began speaking. "Mr Edwards. I cannot stop the cannon. The mechanics say that the moment more than 5 seconds had elapsed after the order to fire was given, it cannot be rescinded. I need you to check if anything else is out of the ordinary. It is safe to assume that the enemy has already begun its attack."

I nodded, but before I could run off, my attention was drawn back to the neon blue glow of the cannon flashing into a brilliant white. The very next moment, it disappeared, fading into nothingness as if it never existed. The metal surrounding it glowed a dull orange, incandescent from the heat that had just passed through it.

Suddenly, in the distance, a flash of white lit up, as if a new star had just been born. Fading into a bright red, it appeared to scintillate as the employers around us clapped and cheered. I felt a chill run up my spine as my eyes widened in shock.

"What is it, Mr Edwards?"

"It didn't completely destroy the object. The flashing red star you see in the distance is actually it's red-hot remnants spinning after it was knocked off course. We need to shoot it again and totally destroy it before it does any damage to the dyson swarm!"

Without a moment's hesitation, the agent reached up again to his implant to place a call. As I rushed out of the lounge to coordinate things on my end, a collective shriek of alarm from almost everyone in the room made me stop in my tracks and look back.

I was greeted with the surreal image of the entire dyson swarm moving in unison in one direction, as if those schools of fishes that used to exist on earth. As the red mass screamed towards the swarm, the swarm's adjustments seemed to speed up, as if trying to outrun the corpse of the asteroid. 

At the very last moment, the impossible happened. The entire swarm split cleanly into half, allowing the asteroid to pass cleanly through the empty space in the middle. The entire room fell into a disbelieving hush, everyone still in the middle of trying to process what was happening.

A calm voice broke the silence, its flat tone sounding almost surreal in the pin drop silence it was spoken in.

"Long live the Free Republics."

A flash of white filled the room before I could hear the dull thud of metal colliding. As my optics adjusted to the sudden change of brightness, I almost recoiled in horror. The agent lay on the ground unmoving, fluids leaking out of the clean hole through the core in his chest. He had been disabled.

The murderer stood calmly in the middle of the room, calmly holding a high powered energy pistol. After a moment of artificial calm, the entire room exploded into pandemonium, everyone in a mad rush to get to the exits.

"Freeze."

Before we could get very far, his single command made us stop on the spot. Slowly, he raised his pistol and aimed it at a supercharging station in the room. In an instant, everyone understood what he was implying.

"Move a single muscle and I will blow every single one of us up, understood?"

Deathly quiet once again descended onto the room. Seeing our obedience, he broke into an eerie smile.

"Good. Now, all of you must have questions. I shall try and pre-empt some of them. I am a freedom fighter, from the Free Republics of the Milky Way. I seek to destroy this power plant to send a message to the five great companies throwing their weight around in the Planetary Council. I wish for them to know that the world is not in fact their dog. You all will die for the glorious revolution. Is that clear?"

The room erupted into hushed whispers, everyone shooting shocked glances at each other. A sudden urge to speak on behalf of my employers washed over me.

"This is madness. You justify your act of terrorism with politics not even remotely related to us? If it is the five you wish to hurt, then why not strike their headquarters directly on Earth?"

The freedom fighter smiled in response to my outburst. 

"Ah Mr Edwards. Perhaps we would have made a better point if we had struck the headquarters directly. Alas, the security there is just too tight. Much better to hit this lonely outpost here, where everything is just much more lax."

Looking towards the glass window, he continued his monologue.

"Here it is. Glorious retribution. I must thank you for your incompetence Mr Edwards. Then again, my fellow revolutionary also managed to infiltrate the ISU and change the trajectory of the cannon shot, so I suppose inadequacy is contagious around here."

I watched in trance-like horror as the asteroid we had failed to destroy spiralled into the orbit of the planet we were on, slowly entering its helium-hydrogen atmosphere.

"Oh, if you were hoping for the ISU to step in and shoot it down with its cannon, too bad. We have already deactivated it."

In a fraction of a second, the asteroid burnt up into a blazing comet, tracing a white hot arc through the horizon. I almost choked in shock as I realised where it was headed. I could hear agitated voices calling out as the rest of the room gradually realised where it was headed as well.

Before long, it smashed into the weapons compound of the Interstellar Security Unit.

Shockwaves rippled through the whole moon from the site of impact. The ground itself undulated like waves, crumpling the entire compound like paper. Rubble flew high into the air and smashed into buildings as they landed, reducing what was left standing into rubble. 

As the debris settled, we realised we could see a brilliant beam of light concentrating on our planet, focusing on one particular spot. As more and more rays were focused by the slowly rotating dyson swarm, it started slowly melting through the icy rock ground. Every one of us in the room knew what it was aimed at, with some letting out strangled cries as they realised their fate.

"Elegant, isn't it, Mr Edwards? Killing two birds with one stone? You have no idea how happy I am that our calculations worked out. To take out every single compound ever built on this planet by those bastards. What could send a more powerful message?"

The ray grew brighter and brighter, melting through the ground at an even faster rate. I looked to my right and saw the smiling face of a crazed man, ready to die for his cause. 

I felt dazed. There was nothing I could do now. The ray of sunlight focused into one spot by our dyson swarm would melt through the crust of the planet after a few more seconds and blow the nucleus of the power station under it. The resulting explosion from that would literally rip the planet apart, as if a thousand nuclear bombs had gone off in its core.

"Goodbye, Mr Edwards."

With those words, the entire world seemed to explode into flames and heat for a single second. Then, darkness… 
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