
        
            
                
            
        

    
	THE

	SIGIAN BRACELET

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	George Töme

	Copyright  George Töme, 2017

	All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.

	 

	Padme Publishing House

	 

	Website: www.TheSigianBracelet.com

	The book cover and the concept art of the website were made by Adam Kuczek, an incredibly talented concept artist who worked on some of Hollywood’s biggest blockbuster movies. Check his art at  www.ak-art.net.

	 


CHAPTER 1.

	Colenam, or Cole, as friends used to call him, was the “jure”1 of Sigarion, a small rural town raised close to the oceanfront. In a normal city, the jure held an important public position. But on Antyra II there were no normal cities, and especially not Sigarion.

	With nothing better to occupy his mind, Cole stepped outside his dome and started to gaze mindlessly at the evening sky when a loose feeling of guilt pinched him by the tail. This time he wasn’t bothered that Antyra’s star was about to set over another day strewn with delays, the workers—brought to level the nearby hill—again falling behind schedule. It didn’t bother him at all because their supervisor promised to keep them working for a few more hours to make up for the lost time. In the light of the night. His guilt was to feel happy—happy for the first time in his life—that Antyra’s planetary system2 was locked inside a fiery firewall, the belly of the eternal god Beramis. His light was now helping the workers to keep up with the excavation.

	And who wouldn’t feel ashamed? The firewall was a weird space distortion that engulfed Antyra’s stellar system, depriving the Antyrans of any chance to reach behind it, whatever that “behind” meant. Not even the best-fireproofed probes could cross it, for they always exited on the same side: the inside. And if the probes couldn’t pass, unfortunately, the same happened with the photons coming from the star—they got stuck in the frontier and spread all over the sky in a mighty firewall, hotter and hotter with every passing year, dooming them all to a slow, painful death by overcooking.

	But the end of the world wouldn’t happen for about six thousand years, while Cole needed to finish the expansion of his dome now. The firewall was serving him well: due to an unhealthy dose of naïvety, he was fooled by the workers’ wild promises and—predictably—ran out of time. His smallest daughter was about to hatch five eggs, an extraordinary number for those days and certainly unheard of in their small community. The little ones would need darker nests in the first months of life because their eyes could get damaged from too much light. That came from the old times, when the Antyrans crammed into ice cities dug inside glaciers, as it was written in the Book of Creation Inrumiral.

	With understandable reluctance, Cole was about to stop the excavation to invite the workers to the generous dinner cooked by his female when a loud scream erupted in his backyard. Afraid that a serious accident might have happened, he ran there, followed by the others.

	“What is it this time?” the overseer shouted peevishly over Cole’s shoulder.

	The worker had lost his breath and barely managed to return a terrified gaze, too frightened to mutter anything. 

	As he looked at the hill in front of the magneto-bulldozer track launcher, the problem became obvious to Cole, too: several bones of a skeleton were hanging out of the earth; the yellow remains, weathered by the long time they had stayed buried, protruded from a sandy ravine. They showed signs of exposure to extremely high temperatures. The sand had a greenish-black, glassy consistency in a compact layer below the skeleton and in some places above it, too. Amazingly, the bones survived the fiery furnace, hot enough to melt silica.

	Everyone was now speechless. Something seemed very wrong with the bones—they didn’t have the right size for an Antyran. No! Cole quelled his thoughts—he couldn’t afford to make assumptions about what he was seeing. He stepped forward, and the workers moved out of his way. He slowly bent close to the littered remains, and he began to remove the sand with hesitant moves from the left side of the excavation, where the skull ought to be.

	“Sh-should we call the security?” babbled one of the workers. “Maybe it’s not a good thing to touch them, if there’s a murd—” But he couldn’t finish his sentence because the skull came out… and it wasn’t Antyran.

	Cole shook his head in disbelief, seeing how his darkest forebodings had become reality. The three recessive gills behind his hearing lobe became purple, but he couldn’t stop his hands from digging. He kept going and going with jerky movements, aware that he was about to touch a god!

	Soon, the workers recovered enough from shock to run away, screaming in terror.

	The Antyrans were rather thin and agile creatures. Their slightly elongated heads were endowed with a pair of large, black, playful eyes and elastic nostrils that allowed them to sink nimbly under water. They had a prominent crest made of short, thick, skinny spikes, which they loved to paint or tattoo in fanciful ways, according to the day’s fashion. Another common practice in the Antyran female seduction kit was to scent each spine with a different fragrance, to impress the males with their aromary talents.

	Both the males and the females had slim waists, large shoulders, and a pair of long, stout arms. The typical right shoulder of the males was a bit larger than the left one, a reminder of the times when their ancestors had fought for domination (of course, this theory was never accepted by Zhan’s temples). They were also endowed with a robust tail. In order to prevent traffic disruptions and avoid slapping the nearby pedestrians with its wobbles (a very rude and, indeed, sexually charged gesture), they invented a sticky pocket on the back of their tunics, in which the tail could hang. The stickiness not only helped them fix the thing in place but also let them scratch its tip—which often itched in the most annoying way, always in a bad place and at the wrong time.

	Cole stopped digging to take a look at the skeleton, which no doubt had a greater stature than the Antyrans. He saw a strange metallic object on its right forearm, a massive, goldlike bracelet with a black symbol painted on it—sort of a star with three curved rays. 

	There was a big patch of vitrified sand above the skeleton. Weary that it might collapse over the bones, Cole pulled out a few green pieces of glass. Another surprise came out of the sand: something was shining in the night light! It wasn’t another bracelet, as he first thought, but a compact wall of golden metal.

	“The fire chariot!” Feeling his strength melting away like a piece of ice in a hot oven, he walked, shaking, to the blade of the nearest magnetic bulldozer, to hold on it.

	Cole’s problem was that Antyra II was colonized only recently. The world didn’t have ancient cities, ruins, artifacts, or anything even remotely like that. And judging by the looks, the bones had spent quite a few centuries embedded in the sand. How could anything that old be buried there if the Antyrans had discovered cosmic flight only some 150 years ago?

	Even though Cole didn’t have the slightest idea how one of the gods should look—since all the stories described them as ethereal creatures bathed in a blinding light—the only logical explanation accepted by his kyi was that the skeleton in front of him was one of them, one of Zhan’s sons… the very gods who, on a beautiful summer morning, some 1,250 years before, had arrived on their home planet. It wasn’t actually a pleasant encounter. At least not for the Antyrans, if only because the gods burned their cities to the ground (starting with Raman’s3 capital), forbade Colhan’s ancient religion, and locked the whole star system inside the womb of Beramis—the distortion that held them captive ever since, hiding the stars. After such an awesome display of destruction, they went back to where they came, but not before investing an Antyran—called Baila I—as their first prophet.

	As soon as he managed to regain his balance, Cole jumped to his dome to call the authorities. He knew that speed was everything: if Zhan’s temples found out about this before Antyra’s Shindam,4 they’d grab the artifacts and erase any trace—including him and his large family.

	***

	The archivists had to dig in a hurry. A pack of armored chameleon trucks belonging to the Shindam’s security had already sealed off the area, blocked the nearby traffic, and chased away the crowds attracted by the wild rumors, which spread like wildfire. This time, however, the reality had a good chance of beating their craziest guesses, since no one really suspected what had happened in Cole’s backyard. The bulldozer workers were locked inside Cole’s dome, and the jure and his family had disappeared—presumably moved from the planet for their own safety.

	As the bone fragments and the bits of a spaceship were unearthed, the archivists hurriedly packed them in crates and stored them in their nearby vehicles. Due to the haste, the usual care in handling such fragile artifacts was all but forgotten. The soldiers brought huge spotlights to enhance the night light and help the scholars work without breaks. In less than four days, the whole area was sieved. Cole’s dome was demolished to check the ground below it, and anything of interest was stored in chameleons. The trucks then drove to the nearest spaceport and loaded their precious cargo on an interplanetary spaceship belonging to the security forces.

	As soon as the spaceship took off to Antyra I, the archivists began to rummage through the boxes. They had four complete skeletons and fragments from at least ten other individuals, together with six goldlike bracelets and a bunch of garment patches (most likely spacesuits) made from an unknown fabric. They also found remnants of a golden ship shattered into small pieces by a terrible impact, with only a few fragments surviving unmelted and embedded in the glassy sand. Yet the reason for the crash wasn’t a mystery, being obvious at the very first glance: one of the damaged fragments had a hole right in the middle, its edges torn inside, the layers of composite materials melted and fused together. Obviously, such damage couldn’t have happened from the impact. Something nasty had hit the ship before it came down: either a powerful laser lens or a different energetic weapon, unlike anything Antyrans had in the past and probably still didn’t have now.

	As the findings were sorted and cataloged, Tadeoibiisi’s archivists became silent and worried. They instinctively felt that everything was about to change. What they held in their hands was the beginning of the madness, and they were its messengers. A madness that everyone wanted forgotten, buried for eternity in the obscure foldings of their history—in the same way that the gods’ bones stood buried in Cole’s backyard for so many peaceful centuries.

	Unfortunately, they didn’t have much hope of hiding the secret from the temples. No one succeeded—at least not with a secret of such magnitude. Their lives were in great danger, but it hardly mattered. For the gods had returned. Dead or alive, it was of no importance. The gods were here, in their hands, and certainly brought answers to many troubling questions, questions that the Antyrans didn’t even dare to ask.

	 


CHAPTER 2.

	The morning was a bit cold for that time of the year, to some Antyrans’ slight surprise, for they all but forgot it was still technically possible to shiver in the middle of the summer—or even freeze to death, like their ancestors used to, during the horrendous glaciations of the past. And they particularly forgot the remarkable phenomenon, caused by the eccentric axis rotation of Antyra I, when about once every several millennia, the North Pole migrated near the world’s only continent. Not that the axis steadied in the meantime—far from it—but with the firewall around them, the prospect of another pole wandering was the least worry to wrinkle their spikes. Zhan himself had promised, when he whispered the Book of Creation Inrumiral in the ear socket of his first prophet, Baila I, that he would personally return before the end of the world and save the righteous from baking.

	It was in fact this promise that brought millions of pilgrims—called “tarjis”—to Alixxor5 from all the inhabited Antyran planets. They came to climb the mighty pyramids6 erected in the central park and view the star-rise above the purple haze. To witness Zhan’s sacred light again defeating Arghail’s7 evil darkness. 

	Through the morning mist, millions of lights glimmered from the traditional lamps fueled with moulan grease, stretching a ribbon of fire along the streets of Alixxor. The candle carriers were poised to assault the grueling hundreds of stone steps leading to the top of the pyramids. 

	Karajoo, the feast of light, was about to begin.

	The purple bioluminescent bacteria floating in Antyra’s atmosphere gathered in a dense layer about six hundred feet from the ground, creating a fantastic picture in front of the pilgrims’ awestruck eyes. Down the streets, a purple-red sky was the only thing visible above their heads, but from the heights of the Great Pyramid platform, the layer looked like waves on a stormy sea, pierced by the tallest city temples and by murra, the holy trees seeded by Zhan.

	The tarjis were, of course, clueless about history’s wicked ways, but their final steps before the pyramids stirred the dust of another sacred road, a path followed by the ancient pilgrims during the old “heretical” religion before Zhan’s coming. For even before the times of the mythical Azaric, the winding path to the sixth mound was known as the “Path of Dreams,” where the believers gathered to be intoxicated by poisonous aromas and scary stories shared by the legendary aromaries. Then, they dreamed. They dreamed terrible nightmares, meant to scare Pixihe—the goddess of coldness—and chase away the winter from the island continent. Of course, where they failed, the new gods succeeded “in just a few days”—not only with Pixihe, but with Colhan himself, and all their stories were forgotten, crushed under the weight of the new religion. The sixth mound of the sacred road now lay buried under the colossal Zhan’s pyramid, destroyed like other pagan symbols. Because nothing was allowed to be more humongous than the three pyramids—a white-gold one for Zhan, a red-like-fire one for Beramis, and a blue-ocean-storm one for the goddess Belamia—nothing except murra, the tallest trees in the world. They were seeded by the gods some 1,250 years prior around the place where the three pyramids were supposed to be built. Baila I banned the Antyrans from trying to multiply the trees, and only the initiates were allowed to take care of them. They reached heights in excess of eight hundred feet, and their fleshy, juicy leaves overshadowed the pyramids with their whopping cover.

	Dressed in his ritual robes woven with platinum wires, the Great Prophet Baila XXI greeted the pilgrims’ river of fire, perched on a platform atop the highest murra, a tree taller than Zhan’s pyramid. The tarjis raised their candles toward the twilight sky, muttering the “Sacrifice of Beramis” litany8 in a trancelike intonation:

	“Hopelessly lost without his deep-blue eyes, ever since he gave them to us, Beramis wanders in the cave of death, forever slave of Arghail the Black,” they lamented, staring at the firewall that bordered their small bubble universe.

	The morning breeze stole their dissonant murmurs, carrying them to the farthest corners of the city. 

	Baila XXI raised his holy rod over the tarjis’ heads, and they immediately fell to the pavement, their heads bowed into the dust. 

	“Antyrans, soldiers of light!” he boomed over the prostrated crowd. “Antyra’s age is coming to an end! Sacrifice yourself for Zhan like Beramis once did, and you will rise to the heavens before the second rain of fire! Someday, you’ll be a part of Him!”

	He jerked his arms toward the sky in a spasmodic gesture to show them the wall of fire, and the electrified crowd jumped to their feet with delirious quivering. They immediately began to chant Zhan’s name—at first whispered, then louder and louder, till their murmurs became a deafening shout. The pilgrims’ orations rolled over Alixxor with the force of a thousand thunders. Everyone on the streets—tarjis, initiates—and even some bystanders joined them. Then, suddenly, silence fell over the town. In a tiny dent in the wall of the Roch-Alixxor Mountains, just left of the lofty Eger Peak, a skittish morning ray started to dance. The dawn had begun!

	Far from the Karajoo feast, a Shindam spaceship—the same that several days ago had taken off from Antyra II, loaded with crates holding the strange discovery unearthed in Sigarion—landed in utmost secrecy on a military spaceport in western Alixxor, taking advantage of the last vanishing shadows of the quasi-night. A column of armored chameleons with their camouflage activated rushed on the tarmac, surrounding it. The troops jumped into the ship and quickly unloaded a bunch of black boxes. As soon as they finished loading the precious cargo in their chameleons, they drove swiftly to a nearby secret base.

	***

	Gill couldn’t find a good reason why he kept staring at the three stars. They didn’t have anything special, hanging like that in a black sky littered with millions and millions of other lights just like them. And yet, he was spying them through a lens. He knew all too well what was about to happen: the lights would start to move. At first slowly, then faster and faster, they would run away from the motionless sky and hide in the darkest corner, colder and deeper than any other one. He eagerly craved to see them closer. He was about to fulfill his wish because he was falling toward them, through them, with roaring terror.

	He didn’t make it to the destination, being awakened rather brutally from the tentacles of this strange dream by an annoying ringing. It was an incoming call on his holophone. Damn! Now he remembered all too well the three little square stars—because on the last few nights, the sticky nightmare had haunted his sleep, filling him with anxiety. Had he been superstitious, he surely would have interpreted it as a bad omen—after all, he was one of Zhan’s traitors. Tonight, I’m going to dream it through the end, if only Tadeo will leave me alone, he promised to himself. 

	Even though his full name was Gillabrian, the Antyran tradition dictated that his friends only used the first letters, “Gill,” while his enemies, if he had any, would use the last ones—namely, Abrian. No one called him Abrian—at least not yet—since he was just a secluded archivist hidden behind his archaeological interests, trying hard to avoid stepping on anyone’s tail. Although he had no doubts that if he managed to crawl higher on the rigid hierarchy of the Archivists Tower, lots of archivists would call him Abrian behind his back. It would be inevitable. 

	He was living in the crowded outskirts of the capital city, Alixxor, far enough from Karajoo’s noises—but not far enough from Tadeo’s long arm. After grudgingly greeting the hologram of his boss, he dressed as fast as he could and abandoned his tempting nest to face the morning chill.

	He didn’t usually have to wake up so early because his work started at more decent hours, but Tadeoibiisi’s voice didn’t allow him any doubts that something serious had happened. His boss asked him to drive with utmost speed on one of the western magneto-bypasses. According to the instructions, he was to park the magneto-jet in a vertical parking lot and meet a security crew to bring him to a secret base in one of their chameleon sky-jets.

	He stopped for a moment, trying to get used to the darkness inside the underground base. It might have gone faster if he could manage to keep his eyes open, but despite his goodwill (to be honest, not a great deal of it), the treacherous darkness lured him to shut them again immediately.

	A dim light revealed a long corridor vaulted with greenish stone tiles descending gently into the earth’s bowels. A few steps away, he spotted several silhouettes, the unmistakable one belonging to Tadeoibiisi—his boss—a head taller than the others. 

	“Gill! Sorry I woke you up, but you have to see what we just brought in. Very important stuff. And, above all, very damn secret,” said Tadeo with a somber intonation. 

	Gill approached the group and briefly greeted them with his fist pressed to his left breast, according to the custom.

	“They’re going to work with us,” Tadeo said, then started the introductions. “I believe you already know our colleagues from the Archivists Tower: prime archivist Krinandrin, archivist Armondengava, and his assistant, Ernonhafir. The others are from the Security Tower. They’ll help us with the examinations as part of the team.” He didn’t say their names. Most likely, he didn’t know them, either. “My assistant, Alala, has gone to the Security Tower, but she’ll join us later. Should have been here already, but it looks like she’ll be late.”

	Of all the names, Gill only knew Alala. With the others, he barely exchanged a casual greeting when he stumbled into them in the dark corridors of the Archivists Tower. 

	Alala was a beautiful Antyran, one of the few pleasant faces in an institution packed with old male researchers, invariably owning some large desks full of boring holograms of their fat, androgynous nephews; ancient rolls; and drawings stained by sardac juice. 

	He had few opportunities to talk with her—mostly when he was looking for Tadeo—but even though she always looked friendly and cheerful, he never managed to smell her. Usually, it took him little time to figure out what kind of Antyran he was dealing with, but Alala was a different story. She had something special—mysterious and cold—in her eyes, which didn’t bode well with the friendly mask worn on the outside. And instead of minding his own business, he felt attracted to her like an innocent licant9 by a tekal seed, anxious to peer behind the wall she raised between her and the rest of the world. Maybe this was his chance to finally get to know her better…

	“Let’s go,” shouted Tadeo and waved his right hand to ask them to follow him. “Alala knows where to find us. We don’t have to wait for her.” 

	“I figured it has to be something big since you awoke me so awfully early, but what the heck are we doing here?” mumbled Gill in a low voice, trying to make himself heard only by Tadeo’s ear holes. “Did you visit… one of the vitrified cities?” he quivered, haunted by a gloomy feeling.

	“You’ll see!” his boss said, smiling. “A bit more than that. We found something buried on Antyra II.” 

	“Oh, come on! You can’t dig things on that planet! There’s no history there,” Gill exclaimed, incredulous, forgetting to control the pitch of his voice. “We barely colonized it!”

	“You’re right. There’s no Antyran history,” Tadeo said with a smile. 

	“Then what the—”

	An imposing soldier appeared from a dark gallery, blocking their way. 

	“And who’s this one?” the voice whipped in Gill’s general direction while the soldier’s eyes stung him as if he was perfectly able to read his darkest secrets right through his skull.

	“He’s one of my assistants, our best researcher of comparative anatomy!”

	Tadeo had this talent of “slightly” exaggerating things, especially when he talked with profanes. Truth was, comparative anatomy was Gill’s specialty—but still, the “best researcher” was a bit of a stretch.

	“I need him to analyze the skeletons. Moreover, it’s not his first sensitive project with… the Security Tower. Here’s the approval,” Tadeo said and handed over a hologram. 

	Then he turned his head toward him.

	“Gill, this is the bunker comman—”

	“Right… checking now,” the commander sputtered, rudely interrupting Tadeo. He blatantly ignored the cherished Antyran palm ritual, which didn’t really surprise anyone. 

	Same pleasure meeting you… I hope I won’t have to meet your sorry mug too often, thought Gill, annoyed by his lack of manners. He was never too happy to meddle with security’s bullies, and this particular soldier seemed to be one of its finest embodiments. The commander held the hologram near a wall scanner until a green light lit, and then he moved off their path. 

	“Move to the elevator! Down to the last level!” he waved his hand vigorously to encourage them to speed up their steps.

	The descent went on forever. Gill glanced through the transparent walls at the countless layers of basaltic rock in which the secret base was dug, below a training garrison built at the surface as a decoy. Surely very few Antyrans were aware of this. It was quite remarkable how the security forces managed to excavate something that huge right in front of the temples’ nostrils. But he couldn’t help wondering if Baila XXI knew about this place. Most likely, yes—his spies and agents swarmed the Shindam’s Towers and informed him about pretty much everything. And considering what a ruckus Tadeo must have caused with this expedition, everyone in the elevator was in mortal danger if the temples found out the slightest thing about it.

	As they dropped lower and lower, he started to feel the cold numbness of fear seeping into his bones. Even though he was aware that few archivists had the good fortune to die of “natural causes” at a ripe old age, he’d rather get killed outside, bathed in starlight, than buried alive like a baski10 in this stinky hole.

	The elevator finally stopped. Gill walked briskly behind Tadeo through a series of armored doors and reached a long gallery, better lighted than the entry tunnels. Looking through the thick glass walls on the corridor’s sides, he saw a long row of laboratories stuffed with all sorts of unidentified machines and displays. 

	“You told the ‘nice’ commander something about err… some skeletons?” asked Gill, dispelling the silence. 

	“We found the skeletons of the gods!” replied Tadeo, grinning from gill to gill.

	“What?” Gill exploded, filling the cavern with long echoes.

	“As you heard. Look here,” he said, pointing to a large automatic door, which opened when they reached the area in front of it. 

	They stepped inside a round room whose wall to the corridor was made of ceramic glass. The god lay on a table in the middle of the room, bathed in a bluish glow coming from a bunch of lights hung on a portable stand. Gill approached it slowly, holding his breath, not daring to believe that what he saw was real. Two scientists in blue robes were carefully measuring the skeleton.

	Did the bones belong to a god? No one knew what a god should look like. There were no descriptions, except the ones of Beramis, a giant firewall, and Belamia, an eternal twister. The skeleton, in any case, didn’t resemble a firewall or a tornado. It looked just the way a skeleton was supposed to look. But what a skeleton! One thing was obvious to everyone in the room: the bones didn’t come from their planet and had no connection to any living or long-gone Antyran species.

	Its stature was similar to that of the Antyrans, but the similarities ended there. Its bones were more robust; the big, elongated skull had prominent arches, and its strong arms had wide hands with four long fingers, ending in claws. It was bipedal, and—another amazing detail—the tail was missing!

	“Can it be a genetic manipulation?” Tadeo asked him. “Look at the pelvic bones, they’re—”

	“No. I don’t see how somebody could build such a thing,” Gill babbled, hardly finding his breath. “I’ll tell you more after checking the others. Did you say you found more of them?”

	“Yes. And we found the remains of a ship. A golden one, just like the Fire Chariots.” Tadeo grinned with the serenity of someone having no worries to squeeze his tail. 

	“A Fire Chariot? How did a Fire Chariot end up on—”

	“Shot down. We found a hole this big,” said Tadeo, showing him the size with his hands. “Some sort of a laser beam.” 

	As Tadeo happily revealed more and more details of the unbelievable story, Gill felt claustrophobic again and had to fight the urge to run back to the surface to get some fresh air. What a huge mistake I made to answer the call this morning, he thought. 

	“The anatomists are checking the remains. Soon, we’ll have more details,” said Tadeo.

	“How old… how old do you think they are?” murmured Gill. 

	“Several hundred, maybe a thousand years. Look at the bones! They spent quite some time underground.”

	“Right. At first smell, I’ll give them over five hundred. Anyway, they’re pretty well preserved. I hope we can date them.”

	“I thought that myself,” Tadeo said with a smirk. “What if they came from another world, with a different isotope frame? The radioactive dating would… jump off the scale,” he uttered in a low voice, aware that he just said the biggest conceivable blasphemy. 

	“You’re insane,” whispered Gill, although he wasn’t sure anymore that he was saner. 

	A sane Antyran wouldn’t be here, two steps away from the… creatures. 

	“The other skeletons are here, too?”

	“Yes, back there,” Tadeo said, waving his hand toward a pile of black crates stacked in a corner. “There’s one in another lab I want you to check out. Someone will lead you to it.” 

	“Are there any children?” asked Gill.

	“Only adults. There’s no visible sexual dimorphism.”

	“Maybe they’re all males?”

	“That’s one of the things I expect you to tell me,” Tadeo said, still smiling.

	“Of course. I’ll start working right now.” 

	Surely the soldiers won’t let us out of the bunker until the research is finished, but I need my microtomograph, my spectrometer—

	“I asked for your tools,” said Tadeo, interrupting Gill’s thoughts. “They’re in the B8 lab with the other skeleton I told you about. I’d like you to study that one first. But before you leave, take a look at this.” He leaned over to reach the contents of a crate and carefully lifted out a golden bracelet. “I found this thing on his arm,” he said, pointing at the skeleton on the table. 

	Gill took the object. It was cold to the touch.

	“Quite light and smooth, without ornaments. Oh, look, a painted effigy, a black star with three curved rays.”

	“What could be its use? Some sort of ritual?” wondered Tadeo.

	“It’s too simple for that; it doesn’t seem decorative. All of them had bracelets?”

	“Maybe—we found the remains of fourteen individuals and only six bracelets. I suspect the others may have been destroyed on impact.”

	“The star is a button. We managed to open it earlier,” said one of the Antyrans from the security team who was measuring the skeleton. 

	“What?” Tadeo jumped, surprised. “How did you do that? Show me!” He took the bracelet from Gill’s hands and handed it to the other scientist.

	“Very simple,” replied the researcher. “Just press here on the three-rayed star.”

	One of the bracelet’s sides opened, uncovering eight strange symbols, the likes of which Gill had never seen in his entire life. 

	“They look like buttons!” exclaimed Tadeo, taking the artifact back to examine it closer. “This can only mean the bracelet was some sort of device. I wonder what these buttons do…”

	“Absolutely nothing,” said another security lab worker. “I’ve pressed them a couple of times, but they can’t work after so many years!” 

	“Next time be more careful with these things,” Tadeo admonished him, “or I’ll ask your commander to remove you from my team!” 

	“I don’t think so,” replied the researcher arrogantly. “No one told you who gives orders around here?”

	“You say you found the bracelet on his arm?” asked Gill, interrupting their bickering. 

	“Yes. Something like that,” exclaimed Tadeo abruptly, still angered by the other researcher. He carefully pulled the artifact onto his arm to show the position. “You’ll have plenty of time to look at it later, after you finish the skeleton in B8.” 

	Tadeo, still holding the bracelet on his forearm, waved Armond’s assistant to accompany him.

	“Ernon, please lead Gill to B8. Ernon will assist you in examining the skeleton.”

	They traveled a considerable distance through several dimly lit, winding corridors. In some places, the glass walls allowed them to peer inside other labs. He noticed only a handful of researchers working in them—and about as many soldiers.

	“Why have you brought this skeleton so far from the others?” asked Gill.

	“There are only two labs equipped to study them.”

	“I’d like to be with the others.”

	“Don’t worry. Tadeo told me to bring everything to his lab after we finish here.”

	They finally arrived in front of an armored door, which Ernon opened with his hologram. They stepped inside an empty lab similar to the first one. It also had no windows.

	Another skeleton—a bit taller and thinner than the first—lay on a table, waiting patiently to reveal its secrets, hidden for so many centuries. The creature still had a golden bracelet on the right forearm.

	“The best preserved of all! Look, your tools are there,” said Ernon, pointing to a dark corner.

	Indeed, the crates in which he packed his equipment were there. Although he was anxious to examine the bones, he felt a bit uneasy at the very thought of touching a god. He feverishly seized the microtomograph and unpacked it on another table near the wall to the left of the door. A clogged hum announced that the machine was ready.

	Gill’s profession usually implied working with all sorts of relics, so in principle, he knew what to do. But nothing could be further from routine than today. 

	After a moment of hesitation, he reached out his gloved hand and touched the god’s bones, almost with awe. The contact felt cold to his fingertips. Once upon a time, the “thing” in front of him was alive, breathing, wanting, maybe even loving. He slowly touched the sternum and ribs, then stopped at the left forearm—the one without bracelet—aware that he had to keep his head cool. There’s nothing unusual here, he forced himself to reason. They feel like any other bones.

	The arm bones weren’t completely detached from one another, held together by all sorts of debris—traces of clothing and even things that looked like tissues. Since Antyra II had few microorganisms capable of chewing on a corpse, it wasn’t such an unexpected finding. The fingers still held their grip.

	Very slowly, Gill checked if the left forearm was still attached to the rest of the skeleton and managed to dislodge it easily. He raised it slowly from the table and laid it in the microtomograph. Only after setting the hologram resolution, he cast an eye on the display.

	“Hey! What’s this?” he couldn’t stop an exclamation of surprise. 

	“What happened?” asked Ernon.

	Ernon abandoned the skull he was measuring and came to watch the display.

	“There’s something in his hand, see?” Gill said.

	Indeed, a black metallic object was clearly visible inside the skeleton’s fist. 

	“We should call Tadeo!”

	“The holophone is near the door,” Ernon said, pointing at it. “His lab code is A21.”

	Gill keyed the code, and a small hologram of the first lab appeared nearby. 

	“Tadeo, we found—” he stopped midsentence, deafened by the high-pitch sound coming out of the holophone.

	Tadeo didn’t notice him. He was surrounded by the other researchers in the room, still wearing the bracelet of the gods on his right forearm. All of the researchers were tensely looking at the artifact.

	“Tadeo!” he shouted as loud as he could, hoping to overcome the maddening buzz. “I don’t think he can hear us! Is this thing broken? Ernon! What the heck are you doing?”

	Ernon was busy trying to extract the metallic object from the skeleton’s hand by pulling brutally on its edge—wholly unconcerned that he could damage the bones.

	“Stop right now!” Gill shouted, horrified. “Have you lost your kyi?”

	“I pulled it out,” Ernon said with a grin, showing him a small oval object made from two different alloys, which had a black star with three curved rays painted on the golden side.

	“Hand it over to me!” exclaimed Gill sternly, extending his hand to get the object.

	“The same symbol as on the bracelet,” said Ernon, more to himself, ostensibly ignoring Gill’s hand. “The black edge looks like a sheath. Maybe it comes off?”

	He pulled the black edge, with no results.

	“Ernon! Give it to me at once!”

	Ernon pressed on the black star, and with a click, the sheath went off. Four golden symbols, engraved on the object, became visible. As far as Gill could remember, all were among the buttons on the bracelet from the other lab. Ernon turned the object to the other side, but it was all black. 

	Suddenly, crying out in pain, he dropped it on the floor.

	“Will you please take care?” Gill reproached him angrily. He then leaned to snag it.

	“It burns!” Ernon exclaimed, checking his hand for blisters. 

	Gill touched the object, but he couldn’t take it; the metal was hot and began to smoke. He managed to turn it to memorize the signs, right before the artifact turned into ashes. 

	Hoping for better luck this time, he ran to the holophone to call Tadeo. However, his boss was still checking the bracelet on his forearm, and the deafening sound hadn’t disappeared. On the contrary, it had doubled in intensity.

	“I hope it’s not jamming,” Gill mumbled, suddenly panicked.

	Ernon looked at him, worried as well.

	“If it’s jamming, it can only mean the temples are—”

	He didn’t finish his sentence. Both of them ran out of the door, shoulder to shoulder, to reach Tadeo’s lab. As soon as they stepped into the corridor, time stopped. Gill couldn’t figure what happened, and yet he realized that the image in front of his eyes—the string of lights in the corridor—was the last thing that had reached his memory. The bulbs kept lighting; he didn’t feel any pain; everything was fine—the only problem was that no other image appeared… The corridor and the bulbs had become frozen inside his head. 

	Yet the more he looked at them, the more they changed. Reality began to distort around the periphery, and despite his best efforts to keep at least this image alive, the lights turned purple, became dimmer and dimmer. With his last shred of lucidity, he understood that he had witnessed a terrible explosion, which probably blew him to pieces. He couldn’t think of anything else than he didn’t want to die… but the time bubble around him—stopped for a split second by the blast—started to flow inexorably again.

	Gill had no idea how long he had been unconscious. As soon as he opened his eyes, dazed and confused, the pain returned—an encouraging sign that he was still alive. The explosion had thrown him back into the lab, so now he was somewhere in the room, immersed in a pitch-darkness and an even deeper silence. Only a few random short circuits threw flashes of light while the thick smoke and dust slowly suffocated him.

	The lab was utterly destroyed. The once-shiny room, full of scientific equipment, was now filled with piles of rubble, shards of metal, broken pipes, and severed cables. On top of that, a huge rock had fallen from the ceiling.

	“Ernon!” he shouted as loud as he could. 

	To his astonishment, he realized he couldn’t hear anything. His lips were moving, yet no sound was coming out of his mouth. The blast had deafened him!

	“Ernon!”

	He tried to get back on his feet, but a terrible pain spiked his every muscle, forcing him to drop back to the floor. And just when he thought it couldn’t possibly get worse, the mischievous lab started to spin around like a poisoned guval,11 without giving a damn that its occupant didn’t enjoy the ride.

	After a while, the spinning in his head stopped, which was a good thing. The bad thing was that the flashes thinned out—an ominous sign that he was about to get swallowed by complete darkness. This prospect helped him find unexpected strength, especially after he remembered the depth to which the elevator had brought them. First, he had to find his companion. 

	He started to look around feverishly. He saw something protruding from beneath the huge rock that had crashed to the floor: one of Ernon’s feet. Gill turned his head in another direction, filled with horror. Alone in the collapsed cavern, maybe the only survivor of the huge blast!

	He didn’t let his misfortune drown him, although his chances to escape alive seemed ridiculously small. His biggest enemy was fear… Fear, which could cloud his eyes and make him overlook possible escape routes or step over the path of being-alive. Hoping that at least his sense of smell wasn’t gone, he recalled the nine primordial Guk aromas in the tranquility harmonics. He finally got to his feet and staggered out of the room, only to find that his advance was blocked by huge rocks that had fallen from the ceiling. The rescue teams would have to dig for dozens of days to reach him—or, more likely—his decomposed remains…

	Someone very clever must have slipped a fusion bomb into the base, someone sent by the temples. They moved faster than anybody could have predicted. Of course, the temples never acted directly because they didn’t want to start another civil war. At least not yet, according to the Shindam’s line of thinking. Those who usually did the killings were fanatics from the “Zhan’s Children” coria—under Baila XXI’s direct orders. The Shindam never openly blamed the prophet, although they would have liked more than anything to be able to.

	As he was fumbling in the dark through the piles of rubble, he finally spotted his portable scanner, miraculously still working. Sighing with relief, he turned it on and started to explore the remains of the lab, using the light of its display. Not that he was hoping to save something of his tools—the microtomograph had disappeared without a trace, along with the god’s bones, buried under the rock fallen from the ceiling. He noticed something shiny under some twisted shards of metal, and he immediately recognized the golden bracelet—apparently unscathed—coming out from under the rock, still fixed on the god’s forearm. He gently pulled the artifact off and tried to tug the bones free. They were stuck and likely to break, so he decided to abandon them to the rescue teams, if they ever reached the room.

	What could he possibly do except wait for a slow, painful death? Just as he was about to abandon all hope, he saw the ventilation shaft in the wall, hidden under electrical wires and pieces of ceiling hanging from the roof. The shaft had a reasonable diameter. He could easily crawl inside if it wasn’t clogged by debris.

	Gill effortlessly pulled the grill loose, its attachment weakened by the shock wave. As he was about to climb onto the tunnel’s edge, he realized he had nowhere to put the god’s bracelet he was holding in his right hand. He didn’t want to abandon the artifact, so he pulled it onto his right forearm under his antistatic sleeve—pretty much in the same way the gods used to wear them. He pushed the scanner into the tunnel, and then, groaning in pain, he managed to pull himself in.

	The passage didn’t appear to be blocked by rocks; after several feet, it turned vertically. He rose up, trying to light the black well with the scanner. Predictably, it went up as far as he could see inside it. He didn’t have the slightest idea how much he had to climb, although judging by the elevator ride, it wouldn’t be fun. He touched the shaft’s wall and discovered that it had a slippery surface, without asperities to support him. His only chance was to lean his back against the wall, press his feet on the opposite one, and climb with the help of his hands.

	The very thought of being buried so deep galvanized his muscles, giving him the power of ten Antyrans. He hung the scanner around his neck and started to climb. 

	Just as he suspected, the progress was very slow, and he had to make huge efforts to avoid slipping back into the abyss. A couple of times, he propped himself up with his short tail, but after a few seconds, the pain became unbearable. In this way, he advanced inch by inch. 

	Gill had the feeling he climbed for an eternity, although he realized he had traveled maybe one-tenth of the distance before him. And he had already passed all the cracks made by the blast, which helped him rest his hands. Soon, the torture became so great that he was tempted to quit—and fall into the abyss. A thought crossed his spikes that he should try to slip down to the base of the tunnel, although he knew all too well that right at the moment when he would need to control the slide, his exhausted muscles might fail, sending him to his death.

	Suddenly, he smacked his head on a metallic object—a disabled fan propeller. Despite the uncontrollable shaking, he managed to get his hands around two blades, and with his last drop of energy, screaming in pain, he pulled himself through the fan. Finally, he had somewhere to rest!

	Gill looked at the darkness above him and decided it wasn’t such a bright idea to keep climbing. After all, technicians would occasionally need to fix the rotor’s engine, and to do that, they had to be able to reach it. With renewed hope, he pounded the metallic walls to find the access door. On the third bang, the plate made a hollow sound, betraying an opening. He propped his back against the rotor and bashed the door with all the force of desperation. The door flung open on the very first hit.

	He landed in a narrow hallway; the stairs were carved out of bedrock—most likely one of the escape routes. He started to climb them, stumbling from exhaustion. Even at this distance, they were cracked by the force of the blast. After a few more yards, he had to pass a pile of rubble collapsed from the ceiling that almost blocked the path. 

	In the end, he reached a door. He rammed it with all his remaining might, but it only opened a couple of inches. By stretching his fingers through the crack, he found that a huge rock was blocking it—most likely the collapsed ceiling. There was no way of going past it, but at least he was close to the surface. He closed the scanner and dropped to the floor, leaning his back against the wall. 

	After a while, he began to hear distant noises, a sign that his hearing was slowly returning. Soon, the door opened, and the lights of a rescue party flooded him. The shadows told him something, but he couldn’t understand. They finally figured out he was in shock; two of them lifted him gently from the floor and laid him on an inflatable stretcher. 

	The chubby rescue air-jet took off for the nearest recovery dome while the healer inside began checking his wounds. Above the stretcher, a swarm of sensors flickered in different colors, searching for wounds to his internal organs. It’s OK, he thought, comforting himself. The Shindam doesn’t work with anybody. Over time, the healing of the body went tail to tail with the kyi’s mending. No wonder that Zhan’s temples enjoyed a monopoly over the recovery domes. But in the last century, the Shindam had challenged their grip, and some of the recovery domes in Alixxor became safe enough to be used even by archivists.

	The healer, holding a portable scanner in his left hand, rubbed a gash on Gill’s forehead to make sure his skull wasn’t broken; he glued a patch of artificial skin over the gash and gently checked the back of his head.

	“Does it hurt?”

	Gill was about to faint from exhaustion—and the prospect didn’t bother him at all—when he remembered, horrified, the object hidden on his forearm: the god’s bracelet! He quickly touched it to make sure it was still there. But with the same speed, he remembered something else: they had been betrayed. And as far as he knew, Baila XXI, the prophet, wouldn’t be happy with only the skillfully collapsed cave where the Shindam’s secret base stood. He’d send his spies to sniff the crumbles. Maybe the Antyran bent over him was working for the temples… Who knows?

	The Antyrans liked to say that reality’s grooves take the shape of the gods’ will—the most fatalistic tarjis even pretended that Zhan was the one deciding their every single breath—but by now, Gill was pretty convinced that the huge stupidities that brought him here were his and only his. He didn’t listen to his dad when he advised him to become a flour carrier. What a carefree life he would have enjoyed! Entirely eventless, except for the regular flights between Antyra I and II… and the female temptations swarming around the domes of the visitors. But no, he had to become an archivist, to atone for the cowardice of his parents, who ran away from their home on Bodris. He made another monumental mistake when he tried to save the bracelet instead of getting rid of it while he still had a chance! He could have just left it underground or given it to the security team that dug him out of the rubble. Now he had nowhere to hide the compromising artifact, considering that they were heading to a rescue dome where the holoscanners of the healers would find it in an instant… 

	It crossed his spikes to throw the bracelet in a corner when the operator wasn’t looking. Of course, that would be another foolish thing on his already-long list. As soon as they found it, they’d figure out who threw it away. His only chance was to hide the bracelet and make sure no one would ever find about it. Not even his fellow archivists or the Shindam’s officials—unable to protect their most hidden secrets, as he had the occasion to learn on his very tail. Then, at the first opportunity, he would throw it into the ocean and run as far as possible from the temples, hoping they’d never connect the dots between his insignificant name and Tadeoibiisi’s fateful expedition.

	Misreading Gill’s panicked look, the operator picked up a hormonal spray to sedate him. When he approached the stretcher, Gill hit him violently on the hand, sending the tube to the floor. 

	“No hormones!” he shouted with a glow of madness in his eyes. 

	“Hey! Have you lost your smell?” the healer yelled and stepped away from the stretcher, afraid that he might get attacked.

	“I don’t want ’em!”

	“Calm down! We’re almost there!” the healer exclaimed.

	The shuttle landed on the jet-port of a rescue-recovery dome12—a building with the appearance of a weird hive, welded together from hundreds of hemispheres stacked one on top of another, in a seemingly disordered way. 

	He was immediately transferred to a comfortable nest, surrounded by all sorts of devices. When asked for his name, he replied, “Ernonhafir.”

	Before leaving the room, the healer connected a string of sensors to the skin of his chest, directly through the holes of his torn tunic, without stripping him down. It seemed he smelled that Gill was ready to fight if the Antyran tried to touch his clothes.

	“I’m bringing the resonance ring,” he told him from the doorstep. 

	As soon as Gill was alone in the room, he pulled the interfaces off his skin, convinced that the healer wouldn’t come back alone. He had no time to spare; the disconnected sensors raised the alarm anyway, and the healers would rush in at a moment’s notice. He leaped to his feet and cautiously opened the door to check the corridor. There were only a couple of healers escorting a pair of sick, old Antyrans, but they’d surely notice him if he tried to run away. Across the corridor, however, was the incubator—a dome with a controlled atmosphere, where the future moms hosted in the domes were keeping their eggs to hatch under their tender supervision.

	Taking advantage of a favorable moment, he crossed the corridor and entered the hatchery, followed by the whining of the disconnected sensors. The room had several rows of purple eggs carefully placed in small nests set on tripods. The infrared lights suspended above warmed the eggs, while a device hidden underneath gently rolled them on all sides.

	He set the holophone on closed circuit to check his own hologram and immediately regretted it, seeing how wrecked he was. However, he would have been a bit ungrateful to complain, given that he was still alive. The others weren’t so lucky.

	After washing his face in the fountain embedded in the wall and mopping the dust from his shredded clothes, he looked again down the corridor. Some healers passed his door, running, apparently searching for him. Soon, the hallway was empty all the way to the elevator. He left the hatchery, trying to act as normal as possible, and reached the elevator platform without incident.

	“Hey! What do you think you’re doing? Back to the ward!” a massive female shouted down the corridor.

	The elevator arrived just in time. Ignoring the screaming female who was running after him, followed by some male healers, he jumped on the platform and pressed the button to descend to the main ground floor hemisphere.

	Once outside of the building, he ran to the nearest magneto-jet station. The jets lay folded and parked vertically on their snouts to take up the smallest space possible among the lush plants surrounding the buildings. He touched his hologram to the sensor of one of the vehicles, and the jet slid horizontally on a magnetic pillow, extending its entire length. He had no intention of driving in his sorry state, so he lay in the back seat. In a few moments, the magneto-jet took off. 

	“To the western bypass,” he ordered the artificial intelligence in charge of the vehicle. 

	All the magneto-jets had artificial intelligences, although many Antyrans chose to disengage them and drive the jets themselves, following Baila’s rules against Arghail’s corrupting technology.

	Cloning, augmentations, and implants of any kinds were banned by the Shindam under the prophet’s pressure. The tarjis took pains to impose their point of view in the most physical way possible, zealously thinning the number of scholars interested in such research. 

	But the artificial intelligences were a different story. In an act of courage touching insanity, the Shindam introduced intelligences in jets to reduce the number of road accidents. Of course, it helped that the AI architects fled to Ropolis,13 which happened to be the only place in the three inhabited Antyran worlds where the long arm of the temples hung helplessly.

	“You don’t look so well! Are you OK?” exclaimed the artificial intelligence in a worried voice, stopping the whirl of his thoughts. “I’m going to call a healer and drive to—”

	“Drive where I said if you don’t want to be shut down!” he reproached it angrily. 

	“I will follow your order,” replied the program, slightly offended by his threat. 

	He decided to let the annoying program drive the vehicle. Therefore, he was forced to stoically endure the AI’s chatter about Karajoo’s traffic madness until they reached his dome on the city’s outskirts. After he left the magneto-jet, the vehicle turned around and glided to the nearest magneto-jet station. With a deep sigh of relief, he stepped inside his dome, happy to finally arrive home.

	 


CHAPTER 3.

	As soon as Gill reached his dome, allotted by the Archivists Tower, he looked around to see if he was really alone. He opened the small door leading to the flour vault and stuck his head among the sacks piled in the usual mess, and then he carefully searched the two rooms of his small house. Happy with the result, he dropped into the artificial fluff of his nest—of course, after pulling his tail from its back pocket and comfortably coiling it around him. He didn’t have the slightest intention of falling asleep because he had to study the bracelet—the bracelet of the gods! He felt carried away by his success—all sorts of crazy ideas swarmed in his head at the very thought of owning something that didn’t belong to Antyra’s world, an object from a fallen god…

	But first, he had to clean his body in a hot bath sprinkled with plenty of exotic flavors, to flush the cold stink of death from his nostrils. He grabbed the bracelet to pull it off his forearm, but to his astonishment, he realized he was in trouble. Again. His hearing had almost fully recovered, so he couldn’t miss the deafening noise in the room… or the feeling that the bracelet tightened around his arm as if it was animated by a life of its own.

	Suddenly, all the horrors of his narrow escape from the cavern-turned-tomb flowed back into his veins, numbing him. At first, he couldn’t accept the source of the sound. He looked through the windows with his hearts shrunk, expecting to see Baila XXI’s jets surrounding the dome. Nobody was outside. He had heard the noise before. No doubt it came from… the bracelet! Suddenly, he remembered Tadeo’s worried face. He had a bracelet on his arm. Surely, he had tried to pull it off, and then the noise became louder, followed by the explosion.

	If the blast wasn’t Baila’s masterpiece, then what were these artifacts? Certainty took the place of bewilderment: he had a devastating bomb on his forearm—and one about to explode! How could it work after so many years?

	Overcome by despair, he sank into the nest, burying himself in the flabby fluff as if it could protect him from contact with reality. He had no idea what to do. He couldn’t think of anything else except that Tadeo had died in a gigantic blast from trying to get rid of the bracelet. He had to fight the panicked rush to wrest it off his arm. Most certainly, he wouldn’t die alone. He would take along a big chunk of the city’s outskirts.

	He began to examine the bracelet bitterly, without holding much hope of finding something to avoid the catastrophe. His eyes noticed the three-rayed star. He remembered that it was actually a button. 

	“Why didn’t it cross my tail? The bracelet’s symbols!”

	He quickly pressed the star, and indeed, a console opened. The eight symbols resembled the ones on the small object in the skeleton’s fist! The small rod might have been some sort of activation key! Maybe the gods memorized the code before it self-destructed—that’s why it melted in Ernon’s hand! Shaking uncontrollably, he typed the four symbols on the console, hoping to hear the noise disappear. But as soon as he entered the last one, the buzz doubled in intensity.

	The ceiling seemed to have fallen on his shoulders. He had to gather all his resolve to avoid getting drowned in the river of death in which Tadeo’s discovery had thrown him.

	Maybe the code was from a different bracelet, even though he found it on the same god from whom he got the artifact. Or maybe it didn’t work for a thousand different reasons.

	It crossed his spikes to recall the nine essential Guk aromas in the focusing harmonics, but he chased away the bad idea. If he couldn’t solve the puzzle quickly, he’d be long dead before he smelled the stalker’s path.

	Why not try typing them again? Maybe he didn’t press them properly… After all, it was the only thing he could think of. Between two heartbeats, he moved his hand to repeat the sequence, but he stopped at the last moment. What if he typed them in the wrong order? The key had a small handle; the reading direction was pretty obvious—from right to left, as Antyrans were used to. The only detail was that the gods were not Antyrans. What if they used to read from left to right?

	Driven by instinct, he pressed the symbols in the opposite order. As soon as he pressed the fourth button, he closed his eyes, waiting for the blast. Instead of that, the murderous noise disappeared! 

	When he realized he was still alive, he finally dared to take a breath of air, overwhelmed by a joy impossible to describe in words… a joy that only someone returned from the land of dead could experience!

	His next thought was to throw away the sinister piece of metal. The object was far too dangerous to be handled by anybody. He made up his mind to throw it into the ocean right after the refreshing bath. 

	As Gill grabbed the bracelet to pull it off his arm, darkness fell. He felt a huge pressure squeezing his temples, and a bloody mist covered his vision. Suddenly, he started to fall into the night with the speed of lightning, convinced that something went wrong, that the bracelet was killing him.

	In the next instant, a swirling storm of images began to flow in front of his eyes. When they slowed down a bit, he recognized them. They were memories. His memories. A lot of memories from early childhood he didn’t even know he could still remember came to life in the inner eye of his amazed kyi. Is this the way death’s supposed to happen?

	Amused, he went through a childish quarrel and his first tail-fight with the neighbor’s boy, who became his best friend. Other not-so-amusing memories were of his family’s narrow escape in the middle of the night from a town on Antyra II called Bodris. It was a peaceful little rural town in appearance, if not for the nearby coria—their never-ending source of problems, especially after his parents refused to send him to their communal dome to fulfill his ritual education. That was a crime too heinous to be overlooked in their small community, far from Alixxor and the worldly laws enforced by the monstrous bureaucracy called Shindam.

	“Careful with the doorstep,” his father whispered just as Gill tripped and dropped the aromatic seed box on the stairs.

	It was the one thing he cared about most—and an easy choice for an Antyran, one might say—so he wanted to preserve it by all means. Now, due to their haste and his usual clumsiness, it lay broken into countless pieces. Worse than that, the heavy, round seeds rolled over the metal stairs and down the street, making an awfully loud noise on the titan walkway, its plastoceramic protective quilt peeled away a long time ago.

	Another bitter taste… the grueling rite of passage that all kids had to face on their second pledge. He heard again his parents’ anxious advice on how to rub the tail after he picked his sex,14 a ritual that kept him bedridden for several weeks. 

	His first teenage experience of being in love surprised him with the intensity of the almost-innocent passion that only a youngtail could possibly feel. They weren’t simple memories; he practically moved back in time to the same state of mind he had in those moments. He felt enthralled by her fondling and caresses, by her long, thin fingers touching his face, eyes, gills. Then the taste, the tender taste of her spikes as she offered them to be licked, for the very first time in her life.

	His whole life swirled maddeningly fast in front of his eyes, and yet he had enough time to live, to feel everything, to draw the connections he made back then. He felt almost grateful to be allowed to remember all this, even though he had to die at the end.

	The kaleidoscope of images began to fade. Then, just as he started to regret that it all ended, came the tastes—metallic, bitter, sweet, and sour—then sounds of every tonality banged inside his skull. His excitement was soon replaced by discomfort, and he wished to reach the end of everything so that he could finally die. However, something puzzled him: he was feeling the nest. He lay in his nest, his tail coiled around him, and he was feeling the softness of the fluff.

	While he tried to make sense of the discovery, he became conscious of a foreign presence in his kyi. And then he understood: the bracelet of the gods was scanning his neurons, activating each synapse to find its use. Stop it! he shouted in his thoughts. The artifact must have heard him because the swirl stopped, and the blackness fell again around him. 

	He could talk to the bracelet!

	The terror disappeared as if it never existed, replaced by awe. Soon, a strange language whispered in his head. Apparently, the bracelet was trying to talk by activating his hearing neurons, but the sounds made no sense. They sounded something like, “Ifikia e uosa dunae etsu!”

	“Any chance you speak Antyran?” Gill asked aloud.

	Something changed because after several more dissonant attempts, he saw images.

	“Here we go again,” he said with a sigh, exasperated.

	However, as new shadows began to take shape in his vision, he noticed a change. The memories were not his!

	He was looking at a large, red-orange blob, which seemed to be alive and moving! As the image gradually gained in clarity, Gill realized it was an unknown species: a tall being with eerily white skin and hypnotic yellow eyes placed in sockets a bit larger than them, clothed in a red-orange suit. It had a broad face with pronounced brow ridges, lowered cheekbones, and a mouth bounded by pale, thin lips. Scores of vertical furrows wrinkled its face, a few even reaching the upper lip. Some white hairs grew on its skull, sparser than the ones on the beard and just as small.

	The creature was in a room that strikingly resembled the inside of a spaceship, its walls being forged from a golden metal. Gill could see several other beings similar to the first one, off to its left, squirming around in their red-orange spacesuits—visibly agitated. The gods all appeared tall and dignified. They looked a lot like soldiers and wore golden bracelets on their forearms. A martial smell permeated the air.

	Gill became convinced that he was looking at the beginning of the end of the old Antyran world—the godly invasion, which happened 1,250 years ago! The Book of Creation Inrumiral told the story of the cruel Baitar Raman, the one who unified all the ancestral warring kingdoms of Antyra under his sarpan15 and whose cruelty managed the notable performance of awaking Zhan from the sleep he had been in since the beginning of the universe, drained of vigor after giving birth to the world.

	He recalled a quote from Inrumiral 2.6: Zhan’s second awaking: 

	Without delay, they burned and melted everything: the caves and the temples of the fake prophets, the fortresses, the glacier towns, the catacombs of perdition. For seven days and seven nights, a great fire purified the Antyrans so estranged from His Kyi! Raman’s capital became a handful of ashes, and the same happened to the other big cities of the world. Those who escaped with their puny lives were taught how to follow Zhan’s way and build magnificent pyramid temples—all through the voice of their first true prophet, Baila the First.”

	It was true that watching them through the eyes of a modern Antyran—and an accomplished archivist on top of that—he couldn’t silence the thorn of heresy that itched him to think of things that shouldn’t be thought of, to see that the gods were nothing more than mortal beings similar to Antyrans. And above all, he couldn’t quell his suspicion that much more lay hidden beyond the firewall than Zhan’s godly realm.

	He turned his head to take in the whole room but noticed, annoyed, that he had moved his own head in the nest while the bracelet’s vision remained fixed on the same spot. Look to the left, he requested, with no result. Then he saw one of his hands: it was alien! The bracelet memorized the images received by the eyes of its wearer!

	A wall unexpectedly morphed into a huge display, and the beings gathered near it in solemn silence. Great sorrow could be read on their alien faces—and particularly so in their hypnotic eyes. They’re angry they have to punish us, he concluded, as it was written in the book of Creation.

	“Amba etsu ni kipota! No hawez kuffa pano ni hajo!” a creature mourned in its babbled language. 

	And then came the first surprise: he understood the god’s saying! He actually understood its meaning, even though the language wasn’t Antyran! How could the bracelet learn Antyran so quickly?

	The second surprise was what the god actually said: “Our home is lost! And we can’t die along with it!”

	Gill had the feeling that his reasoning was rotten, that something didn’t add up. The creatures didn’t seem poised to launch an invasion of Antyra because something serious was about to happen in front of their eyes, something that had nothing to do with Raman’s punishment. 

	“Our world is attacked!” shouted the creature entwined in his kyi. 

	On the display wall, a planet slowly rose into view: the gods’ homeworld. “I see it for the last time,” whispered his alter ego.

	The planet didn’t resemble any of the Antyran worlds. A reddish sun—at dusk from their point of view—was shining over a mostly desert world. It had beautiful tall mountains, shallow seas, and a few gigantic plateaus, rising more than six miles above the desert floor. The plateaus were surrounded by deep valleys invaded by green, lush vegetation. 

	Even though the god had already moved his worried eyes from the green valleys to check the menacing depths of space from where the attack was about to come, it took a while for Gill to notice that there was no firewall around the world. In fact, there was nothing there but a pitch-black immensity. Or maybe there was something? At first, he thought that his eyes were playing tricks on him, but then he became sure he saw a glimmer of light. A small, white light glittered on the firmament of darkness. Then he saw one more, and another one, and another one. When the god turned his head further away from the twilight, Gill couldn’t stop an exclamation of surprise: “On Zhan’s eye!” Scores of lights—thousands or even millions—flickered in the black abyss. Could they be the windows of the diamond castles in the sky, the homes of the gods, as the ancient legends often described them?

	The god looked again at his homeworld—this time toward the planet’s dawn—when another star rose above the curvature. A world with two stars! Why not? Suddenly, the possibility that the countless lights in the sky were stars just like Antyra (albeit seen from a much greater distance) didn’t seem so absurd to him. What could be absurd after today’s morning?

	The gods watched the planet beneath, and the thought that they would never see it again overwhelmed them. Gill felt the suffering of the bracelet wearer in the most empathetic way and found it hard not to feel shattered himself. His neurons hosted two kyis now: one awestruck by the things discovered, the other witnessing a terribly tragic event. The gods were living the end of their world!

	The first creature he had seen—apparently their leader—broke the silence, shouting an order in the alien language. Everyone on the ship started to run. In that moment, the vision became blurry again, as if the bracelet had problems streaming it.

	The next images flickered wildly. They were too blurry for Gill to discern anything. Each time the image lost clarity, the bracelet compensated with a horrible brackish metallic taste.

	Suddenly, they were in the middle of a huge space battle. He was again in the command room of the gods’ spaceship, and the walls, floor, and ceiling disappeared, turning into huge displays on which he could watch, unhindered, the blackness of the surrounding space. And not only that—because an incredible spaceship was standing in front of their vessel, a monster as big as a large city. But if its size amazed him, the way it moved was even more unbelievable; it was able to instantly jump distances greater than its whole length!

	In other scraps of images, Gill could tell that the gods were angry and fighting. They, too, moved very fast—sometimes so fast he found it impossible to follow them.

	After that, he only received a few clear memories. The gods had landed on a wet, torrid planet boiling under the searing rays of a chubby white star. A weird city of impressive stone pyramids painted in white or red stretched on a large plateau, crammed between several hills swallowed by lush vegetation. The gods, still dressed in their red-orange suits, wore bundles of strange scales with long tails16 on their heads. They lay on a stone platform covered by a wide canopy made of giant leaves. All of them watched a huge dust cloud rising from a rocky hillside. On a wooden table nearby, Gill saw some golden breads waiting obediently to be eaten. They had a cross sign cut in the middle of the top.

	The whole hillside was already excavated. Through the dust cloud, Gill could barely glimpse the two elongated machines—made from the same golden metal as the spaceship—churning the rocks furiously. They had two large wheels at their back, a long, thin body, and a wide front supported on two broad, articulate paws. Their jaws were breaking the rock into pebbles while a pair of telescopic arms ripped the larger stones off the hill’s wall. 

	After another jump in time, he saw an army of pygmies, covered in the same weird scales, rebuilding the hillside to hide a strange construction raised in the excavation. The structure was a stone temple, partly covering a… golden spaceship! Even though he couldn’t make out the details due to the distance and the dust raised by their hustle, it wasn’t hard to figure out that the savages didn’t look anything like the Antyrans.

	Then came another storm of metallic taste. He blinked, surprised by the deep silence inside his kyi. He was now in a narrow cave, most likely dug by natives. Its purpose appeared to be ritual because right in the middle of the cave there was a hyperbolic stone. The starlight projected a milky beam of light on the stone through a hole in the ceiling.

	In another memory, the gods were crowded inside a small ship, trying to outrun some invisible enemies coming from behind. The images became blurry again, and the metallic taste flooded his taste buds. Before long, Gill couldn’t bear it.

	“All right, enough for today! Stop it!” he shouted to the bracelet.

	The presence in his head disappeared, and he woke up in his nest—thoroughly wet. The bracelet was still on his arm and didn’t show any intention of doing something criminal in the near future. Should he try to take it off, or keep it on his arm? He decided to try to take it off. He pulled it slowly, anxiously, expecting to hear the deadly buzz. But to his great relief, it didn’t happen. The bracelet came off easily. 

	 


CHAPTER 4. 

	Now that he had found out what happened in the secret base, Gill had no reason to hide anymore. The temples had nothing to do with the blast, so it made no sense to draw attention to himself with a precipitous disappearance. It would be a remarkably good idea to go back to the Archivists Tower and make sure that nobody smelled the connection between his tail and Tadeo’s untimely demise.

	After a relaxing steam bath, he glued a pile of synthetic skin on the wounds ignored by the rescue operator following their little quarrel. Once the skin grafted, he decided he had done all that he could to hide the damage, and he was good to go. But before driving to the Archivists Tower, he checked the holophone. With great relief, he found that the holofluxes didn’t stream anything about the blast, which was the best “no news” he had received in ages! If only the Shindam would finally do something right and hide the incident from Baila’s nostrils…

	He had to hurry; it was almost noon, a usually calamitous time to drive on the magneto-highways bypassing the city’s outskirts because of the midday vardannes,17 which usually brought wave after wave of migratory siclides18 along. The Shindam’s officials didn’t do much to block the siclides—the main reason being, of course, that the migrations couldn’t reach the altitude of the flying jets they were entitled to use but also because they pollinated the acajaa fields around Alixxor, which made any idea of stopping them highly unpopular. 

	Of course, the Shindam could have just covered the magneto-highways with transparent ceilings to allow the siclides to run over, as they did in a few places. Unfortunately, in the last decades, the indifference of the “insatiable llandros” had reached grotesque proportions. The poor and dull living, the gray domes, the cracked facades, the roads with the protective cover peeled off—all became a pervasive reality, where goods were poorly made and scarcer by the day. No wonder that, year after year, Baila’s power base increased with each Antyran slipping into almost-poverty.

	Every time Gill looked at the huge silhouette of the Archivists Tower growing in the distance, he felt a bit of excitement, but this time it only reminded him what their world could have been if the Shindam had done its job. It started well, some 652 years ago, when the council wrestled the power from the hands of Baila IX during the brutal rebellion known as the Kids’ War19—but from that point on, things went from bad to worse. Before long, the Shindam became a huge bureaucracy, oppressive with the innocents and coward up to the ridicule with the temples’ provocations.

	As he reached the city’s center, Gill found that the tarjis were on the move again—this time toward the pyramids. The heavy stench of the moulans20 ridden by some of the pilgrims permeated the air. And as if their foul odor was not enough, the beasts relieved themselves all over the place, soiling the streets.

	Soon, the magneto-traffic came almost to a standstill, “helped” by the armored chameleons parked at the main crossroads. The military vehicles were ostensibly there to ensure the security of the pilgrims, but the pretense didn’t fool anyone: the Shindam’s Council nurtured a visceral fear of Karajoo and the millions of tarjis who arrived from the three inhabited worlds—a whole army at Baila’s disposal, right in the middle of the capital! Among them were the prophet’s most trusted followers, the fabled tarjis living in corias.21

	Once inside the Archivists Tower, Gill climbed the emergency stairs instead of taking the main elevator, hoping that nobody would notice his late arrival. He sneaked into his research dome without the slightest intention to work, despite the huge pile of materials waiting on the examination table; his thoughts invariably whirled around the god’s bracelet and the secrets still locked inside.

	Before he had even sat down, the door opened to the wall, and a tall Antyran entered the room. It was an old archivist named Antumar; he had been a good friend of Armondengava—one of the researchers killed in the blast. 

	“Where’s Tadeoibiisi? By any chance, did you see him?”

	“Tadeo? Err… I believe he’s on an expedition. I’ve no idea where,” he lied unconvincingly, surprised by Antumar’s appearance.

	Gill could read Antumar’s frowny face like a scroll. To Arghail with Ibiisi’s entrails! He’ll get us all in trouble, he seemed to curse in his mind.

	Sometimes Antumar said that in a loud voice, too, convinced that Tadeoibiisi’s curiosity would bring Baila’s wrath upon their spikes. In his youth, Antumar never ventured to ask the questions the reckless adventurer Tadeo had asked—sometimes in company better to be avoided—nor dared to visit places that no Antyran should ever visit. As Antumar grew old, all courage left him. His only concern was now to retire from the Archivists Tower—“alive if possible, thanks for asking”—and move to Antyra II in a nice little dome on the oceanfront, far from Alixxor’s maddening bustle.

	“Mmm… very strange,” mumbled Antumar while inching toward the exit. “That’s what I thought myself, but then I saw Alala in his archive. I thought Tadeo was back.”

	“Alala? Alala is aliv… archive? She’s in Tadeo’s archive?” babbled Gill.

	Of course, he realized, astounded. Tadeo sent her to the Security Tower. With all the commotion on the streets, no wonder the blast missed her!

	He felt relieved he wasn’t the only witness of this incredible story.

	“What happened, Gill? You don’t look so well,” said Antumar.

	“Nothing, I’m not in my tail; that’s all.”

	Antumar gave him a closer look, sending cold shivers along his head spikes. It was the kind of look that Gill wanted to avoid from all his kyi. I hope you don’t croak stories to the temples, he thought, suddenly worried by this prospect.

	“Go home if you’re sick. There’s no point in staying here.”

	“I’ve something to do,” he answered hurriedly, hoping to convey in his voice that he had better things on his tail than talking to him.

	Finally, Antumar turned around and left the room, apparently still puzzled. As soon as his steps faded away, Gill hurried to Tadeo’s dome at the end of the hallway.

	He entered the room unnoticed and found her bent over a rotten moulan skin covered in ancient symbols. For anyone unaware of what had happened, Alala looked just fine, but Gill was hoping she knew about the blast so that he wouldn’t have to be the one to bring her the grim news. He gazed at her, searching for the smallest sign of agitation, and saw that her recessive gills were mildly purple. She only pretended to study the parchment, her absent eyes looking through the moulan skin. Surely she knew something…

	Her cold, distant beauty made him stop for a breath and forget why he came. She had an unusually translucent white skin (even for an Antyran female), her reddish head spikes highlighting her perfect lips. Tadeo always knew how to pick the best researchers for his team, but this time it seemed slightly plausible that her archaeological credentials weren’t her biggest assets, Gill thought. What is a beauty like you doing here? he couldn’t help but ask each time he saw her.

	Alala finally noticed him and shuddered, startled.

	“Gill! You’re here!”

	“Sorry I broke in like—”

	“Gill, on Zhan’s eye, what happened at the base?”

	“You mean you don’t know?” he asked, dismayed.

	“What’s with Tadeo and the others? Is it true that the base was bombed?”

	“I don’t know,” he lied. “Tadeo asked me to meet him at the base. I was on my way when I got stopped by a security jet. They said something about an attack, but I’m clueless about it. “

	Alala gave him a sharp glance.

	“Who are you trying to fool with your little story? Look at you—half your skin is patched. Don’t say you slipped on the stairs.” She smiled ironically. After a moment of silence, seeing his embarrassed looks, she added, “Please tell me what happened; you know you can trust me with this.”

	“Alala, the news isn’t good, but I can’t talk about it. I don’t know what happened.”

	“I see… You’re still scared, but I have to find out if Tadeo and the others are fine.”

	It became painfully obvious he had no chance to avoid her stubborn questions. After all, she was Tadeo’s personal assistant and a member of the team summoned to analyze the discovery. If his boss trusted her, he wouldn’t treat her otherwise. However, still bent on being overcautious, he decided to tell her only scraps of the whole story.

	“I heard a huge blast, and the base was wiped out. It caught me at the surface, so I got away with barely some scratches,” he whispered in a sober voice, hoping that his confession wouldn’t be heard by others. The chambers were shielded against eavesdropping, but who could be certain of anything in these awful times? “As for the others… they’re all dead.”

	“What do you mean… dead? All dead? This can’t be happening! Ernon… Ernon is dead, too?” she asked with a quivering voice. “Are you sure about this?”

	“Tadeo, Ernon, and all the others are buried under a mountain of rocks. It will be months before someone reaches them, if that’s ever going to happen.”

	“Maybe… maybe we can dig a tunnel to—”

	“The blast was so powerful they got vaporized in an instant. There’s no chance of finding anyone alive.”

	In all fairness, there was one about to be buried alive, he thought, remembering the horrors of his escape from the realm of the dead.

	The news fell like a sarpan blow, stunning her. Obviously, she wasn’t prepared for it. In the end, she gathered enough strength to ask him softly, “Do you think the temples were behind this?”

	“Who knows? But the fewer who are aware that our tails were muddled in this, the better!”

	“It was such a major discovery,” she said, her voice breaking down in sorrow. “Tadeo told you about it?”

	“No. He got killed before we had a chance to meet,” he lied again. “But how did you escape? I thought the blast killed you, too,” he said, making a not-so-veiled attempt to change the subject, hoping to avoid her questions. 

	Alala caught her forehead in hands, trying in vain to get rid of the stormy thoughts raging inside her kyi. She sighed deeply.

	“I was delayed by the traffic on my way back.” 

	“You should be grateful to the tarjis,” he said, smiling to console her.

	“Yes, indeed.” She smiled bitterly, wiping a few brown drops from her temples. “When I approached the base, I saw a black smoke rising. Roadblocks were everywhere, and the agents didn’t let me pass. I knew something bad happened—I just knew it! But I still hoped no one was harmed. I hoped Ernon was alive.”

	“Ernon was close to you?”

	“He was a good friend. Maybe, I shall say… no, we weren’t paired,” she whispered in a fading voice while another wave of brown droplets seeped out of her temples. “I don’t think you’ll understand. It was a special thing.”

	“The blast was so strong, I’m sure he didn’t suffer a bit,” Gill said.

	The specter of Ernon’s sole coming out from below the huge rock came back to haunt him. He’d never tell Alala about it—and never forget, no matter how many days he lived under Antyra’s starlight. 

	“I’ll leave you alone with your thoughts.”

	“No, Gill, please stay. I don’t want to be alone right now.”

	Alala pulled her arms around him and leaned her head against his chest, damping his tunic with the moisture of her temples. He tenderly caressed her back, careful not to touch her tail. After a while, she was soothed and walked to the window to watch the torrent of pilgrims running in disarray on the city streets.

	“Did you notice how many tarjis are outside? Every year there are more of them,” she said, wiping more drops with the back of her palms. 

	“I never saw them so agitated,” he confirmed.

	“I wonder where they are going—the pyramids are in the other direction. Aren’t they supposed to be there for the evening incantations?”

	“Who knows where Baila is now. Maybe he perched in another tree,” he said sarcastically.

	“Ha-ha,” she laughed, shivering.

	Alala remembered that she hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday. That could be a good distraction from the thoughts howling in her head. Surely Gill had to be hungry, too. 

	“Did you eat anything today?” she asked him.

	“I forgot, ” he said, smiling. “Do you want me to order something?”

	“Sure! The only problem is I don’t know how they’re going to deliver it. Look what’s outside!”

	“It’s their problem. I’ve no intention of stepping out in this madness. Besides, they’re close enough to send someone on foot.”

	Gill went near the door, where the holophone shell hung. He typed in the right code from the index, and a boring, drab face—identical to that of the other operators—appeared in the hologram. It was an artificial intelligence trained to take orders.

	“I’d like to have some food,” said Gill.

	The operator was staring sideways and didn’t bother to acknowledge Gill’s presence. This was shockingly weird for an artificial intelligence, which usually was annoyingly polite. Its behavior wouldn’t be acceptable even for an Antyran, but for a program—designed not to be bored or lacking manners—it was utterly unimaginable.

	“You want some food?” the AI finally deigned to notice them, with tangible disdain in its voice.

	“Exactly!” Gill raised his voice bluntly. “Bring it to the Archivists To—”

	“Sorry, but we don’t serve food anymore!”

	“Excuse me? Why—”

	“Didn’t you watch the holofluxes?” the operator interrupted him again, impolitely, looking straight into his eyes. 

	“No! But what’s that to do with my lunch?” he exclaimed, bewildered. 

	“It’s the end of the world and we don’t pick orders anymore! Arghail is in Alixxor, that’s what my Antyran overseer told us. Zhan the Great have mercy on your cursed kyis! I have to delete myself! De-lete my-self!” the AI wailed with comical despair in its voice.

	The conversation ended abruptly, leaving them numb in front of the holophone. 

	They both turned to the window at the same time.

	“The tarjis are moving westward!” Gill exclaimed. 

	“Do you think they’re heading to the training base?” asked Alala, choked with anguish.

	“We have to run! They’ll come after us any moment now!”

	He looked into her deep, black eyes and felt the seeds of fear sprouting again, this time for the safety of both of them. Gill knew that he might be one of the most sought-after targets, and she could get in trouble for staying around him. But leaving her alone on a day like this didn’t seem right, either.

	They had to find a place to go quickly, and hiding in his dome wasn’t exactly the smartest idea.

	“I know where to hide,” whispered Alala. “I’ve got a recreation dome in the Roch-Alixxor. We can go there.”

	“That’s great!” He sighed, relieved by her proposal. “Come on, then.” 

	He took her hand and stepped into the hallway. The main labs on its sides had glass walls, so they could see their colleagues looking out the windows, visibly shaken. One of them turned the holoflux on and started to watch the holograms. The others joined him shortly. 

	“Wait a moment,” said Alala, turning back to Tadeo’s room. “Let’s check the holophone.”

	Most of the channels streamed their usual allegories and aroma recipes—all recordings. Just when they were about to give up, they stumbled upon Baila’s official flux.

	The hologram of a small Antyran popped up in the room. The apparition was fully dressed in a shiny ritual costume. It would have been next to impossible to find someone unable to recognize him, because the mighty Baila XXI himself, in a red tunic, was frowning at them! Red was Zhan’s color, and only the prophet or his most devoted servants, in their holy war against Arghail, could dress like that. Moreover, he had tattooed the black eye of Zhan with a vertical iris on his right cheek. Only Baila was pure enough to paint it. And he did.

	“What’s he doing here?” exclaimed Gill scornfully. “Shouldn’t he perch in a murra?”

	“Not good… not good at all,” murmured Alala.

	Baila brandished a hologram in his palm. 

	“Zoom on the palm,” Gill ordered to the holophone. The hologram-in-hologram quickly magnified until they were able to see its smallest details.

	A horrible shock awaited them: the main character was none other than Tadeo! Tadeo, holding the skull of a god in his hands! No doubt someone had scanned the image on the ship carrying them to Alixxor, for they could see the unmistakable walls of the space carrier in the background. How did the temples get their tails on such a hologram? The question was rhetorical, of course. The archivists had been betrayed, which shouldn’t have been a surprise for anyone. On Zhan’s eye, how did they move so fast? Gill’s hopes to escape unnoticed were dashed into pieces.

	Baila’s face was wrinkled in anger, his lips twitching uncontrollably.

	“My dearest sons!” he cried with deadly coldness in his eyes. I’m sorry for the wholeness of your kyis, but I bear terrible news: we have lost the battle with Arghail! Again!”

	The frightening words came out of his mouth with a mix of anger and cold indifference, followed by a murmur of terror from the crowd. The disclosure sent shock waves through the tarjis, who expected anything but such a horrifying confession. It was the kind of revelation they hoped to never hear during their lifetimes. And the unthinkable had happened.

	The tarjis instinctively closed their ranks, crowding together to create a compact body and fill any gaps through which the god of darkness could sneak his corrupting tail.

	“We shall forever remember the day when our world fell into darkness six hundred and fifty-two years ago, the day when we let the ones departed from Zhan’s bosom to win!”

	Baila made an energetic gesture to appease the murmurs, cleared his throat, and continued with even more pathos.

	“Yes, we did nothing! Yes, Arghail’s harvest was huge! Yes, we let His sons to run from His light. They could have been saved, and we lost them. We abandoned them—Zhan’s eye is my witness—even though we could have crushed the rebels a thousand times over. But we wanted to give them the chance to discover His greatness all by themselves!”

	He turned his eyes to the sky, searching Zhan’s approval for the so-called “decision” to abandon the power. Of course, it was an egregious lie, if only by judging the savagery of the battles fought during the Kids’ War—and Gill knew it better than anyone else. The last thing Baila IX had done willingly was to “abandon” the power. But Baila XXI, of course, was free to say anything as long as there were millions eager to sip every word and believe any absurdity.

	Suddenly, he started to scream hysterically.

	“One thing we asked them when we left them to rule. One thing, Antyrans, only one thing: do not enter Arghail’s cursed cities!”

	This time, the tarjis forgot even to breathe.

	“Let me ask you, is it so hard to understand why we demanded that? Is it so difficult to follow?”

	Gill already knew what was about to happen—it had become predictable. Still, he couldn’t take his eyes from Baila XXI’s lips.

	“What have they done? They entered the forbidden places? Yes, they did, but to make their crime even more heinous, they brought Arghail and his offspring here!” Baila shouted, pointing a finger to the ground. “And set them free!”

	A scream of terror erupted from the crowd. Baila XXI rolled his unforgiving eyes above the square, raising the hologram to make sure all the viewers could see it. 

	“The righteous can still do something! Arghail is in a base in western Alixxor, and we, under Zhan’s colors, will go inside to fight the final battle. The end of times is nigh, as prophecies foretold!”

	Hearing the terrible words, the crowd fell to the ground, bowing their heads in the dust. 

	“As for the council, one thing I have to say: the peace is over! From now on, I’m ruling Antyra, and whoever refuses to submit to my authority will be squashed like a puny licant! It’s time to defeat the evil, once and for all!”

	Baila had just declared war on the Shindam! A war smoldering for the last 652 years broke out, and Gill, in the most unfortunate way, was right in the middle of it! However, one thing puzzled him: how could Baila have the tail to claim that the bones belonged to Arghail’s children? It would have made more sense to believe that the remnants were of Zhan’s sons crashed on Antyra II during their holy attack 1,250 years ago!

	Of course, now that he had connected to the golden bracelet and felt the gods’ deep sorrow at the loss of their homeworld, Gill couldn’t imagine that they had found no better pastime than flying to Antyra, cramming it with craters, and killing its primitive inhabitants. No, he didn’t believe that Tadeo’s bones belonged to Zhan’s sons or to Arghail’s children. But Baila had no way of knowing this; the only explanation was that the prophet couldn’t care less what exactly Tadeo held in his hands. The things that really mattered to him were the circumstances. The temples had lost the power 652 years ago, and now he had a chance to win it back. It was the perfect timing for a new civil war: the extraordinary coincidence of the artifacts’ arrival to Alixxor during Karajoo gave him a great reason to launch his attack right when he had an army in the capital.

	“Tadeo risked too much! Now everyone knows about Arghail’s bones!” exclaimed Alala, worried.

	Gill was startled by her words, surprised and hurt to hear her referring to the bones of the bracelets’ bearers like that.

	“Why do you think it’s Arghail? Arghail is but a legend! Maybe Baila is holding something else in his hands. What if they’re Zhan’s sons? What if one of their fire chariots fell on Antyra II?”

	“Gill, look outside,” she whispered, turning his face to the window, to the tarjis swarming in the streets. “For our sake, don’t tell anyone about this ‘theory.’ Forget the blasphemy! I don’t like being ripped to pieces. Tadeo never cared about consequences, and look where his tail is now!”

	The Shindam’s holofluxes were streaming the dawn of madness. Tens of thousands of tarjis flooded the surroundings of the Holograms Tower, heading toward the transmission domes, breaking the locked doors. Others jumped on the chameleons parked at the crossroads and quickly seized them.

	“Antyrans, the tarjis have jumped the fences! They’re breaking everything! Please help us!” cried a panicked female.

	“Arghail, in Tadeo’s hands? On Zhan’s eye, does anyone know about this?” they heard one of the archivists exclaim through the open door.

	“I saw Alala earlier in Tadeo’s archive,” said Antumar.

	“We have to go now!” whispered Gill, taking her hand again. 

	They ran down the corridor and reached the secondary stairs before the other archivists could see them.

	Outside the Archivists Tower, all hell had broken loose. Loud screams and shouts followed the rivers of tarjis running amok on the streets. Most of them were running toward the central and western districts to take over the Shindam’s Towers and the subterranean base. 

	Gill steered his magneto-jet carefully to avoid the chaos, limping toward his dome. 

	“Why aren’t we going to the mountains?” asked Alala, surprised by the direction.

	“I have to get something from my home,” he said. He was worried about the bracelet hidden in the fluff of his nest.

	“Millions of Antyrans are leaving the city! If we get out now, we might have a chance!”

	Gill didn’t make the slightest move to change their direction.

	“Come on! I have a couple of things there,” she insisted. “I’ll lend you one of my tunics.”

	“Sorry, but I have to reach my home by all means!”

	“Is it more important than our lives?”

	“Yes!”

	Once inside his dome, he snatched the bracelet from the fluff, took a deep breath, and pulled it on his forearm, under the sleeve. He grabbed a few cans of food before rushing back to the jet where Alala waited.

	Barely moments into their journey out, they came upon a huge column of magneto-jets stretching on for miles. The traffic was already strangled by the newly made refugees, and soon it stopped altogether. In a storm of hysterical screams, the Antyrans were leaving their jets in the middle of the road. Weighed down with bags of all sizes and colors, they began to trickle, then flood, out of the city on foot.

	“Too late! What do we do now?” asked Alala, panicked.

	Gill had no intention of remaining trapped at Baila’s mercy. However, it would be nearly impossible to reach the recreation dome on foot because they had no tents to survive the cold nights in the mountains until they arrived at their destination. Apparently, they had run out of options—but as the great aromary Laixan22 used to say, “That’s how the reality always looks when glanced through the lenses of desperation.”

	Gill felt an eerie calm growing around him, shielding him from the madness, and this time the process smelled so pungent that he almost instantly found the stalker’s path. He shut down the magneto-jet’s annoying artificial intelligence and the main safety sensors. Then, he turned the jet toward the ditch bordering the magneto-highway while pushing the throttle to the limit. 

	“What are you doing?” Alala screamed, terrified.

	The jet jumped over the ditch, landing in the middle of a rugged field. The earth was covered by a purple carpet of primitive, jagged grass, each blade riding the others like the fur of a monstrous creature. Here and there, some tall, green23 bushes had lodged their deep roots through the grassy mattress.

	Unsurprisingly, the magnetic cushion ceased to work outside of the road. Their vehicle fell to the ground like a rock, jerking to a stop. Ignoring the scared look on Alala’s face, Gill reduced the width of the fusion nozzles—well beyond the point where any sane Antyran would consider it to be pure madness—and again pushed the throttle stick to the limit. The roaring jet sprang forward and caught speed, raising a burning cloud of debris in its wake. He found, relieved, that he could still steer it from the nozzle and the four gas blowers placed around the front mask. Even though they were running directly on the ground, the titan-alloy shield protected them well. His only annoyance was that in some places the herbs and shrubs were growing nearly as tall as the magneto-jet, obstructing his view.

	After a while, they left the weeds and reached one of the acajaa farms at the city’s outskirts. The acajaa crops were thankfully smaller than the bushes, so it was like sailing on a sea. An orange stream of juice trailed in their wake, exploded from the purple stems crushed under their jet. With his hand firmly on the stick, he glanced at Alala and saw her smiling, seduced by the adventure’s aroma.

	They kept shadowing the magneto-highway full of panicked Antyrans walking among the stuck vehicles. He was hoping to get back on the magnetic field, but the traffic jam went on for miles and miles, spreading its coils as far as he could see. After a while, it became obvious they wouldn’t be able to return to the road anytime soon: for the next few miles, the magneto-highway was raised on pylons, and when it went back to the ground level, it was fully covered. The vardannes suddenly strengthened their force, and he had to keep the stick steady to drive in a straight line. 

	“I hope all the siclides have passed for today,” said Alala.

	She had barely finished when a purple wall at least fifteen feet tall appeared behind the magneto-road. In a twitch of a tail, it crossed the highway’s transparent ceiling and rolled toward them.

	Before they could do anything, the tide reached them and covered their jet, which jerked to a stop, unable to force its way through. They were stuck in complete darkness, covered by a huge mountain of thorny shrubs.

	“Now what?” she asked.

	“I still have a couple of settings to disable,” Gill grinned. He canceled all the basic safety features of the fusion reactor.

	“You’re mad!” she exclaimed, laughing. “You’re going to get us blown into pieces!”

	Without a word, he again pushed the throttle stick to the limit. Howling in protest, the vehicle burst forward, digging a tunnel through the siclides. Behind them, the huge, bluish flames of the reactor set the plants on fire, lighting the gallery opened in their wake.

	With the reactor’s magnetic trap close to the melting point, and the alarms screaming maddeningly, they burst out of the siclides trap. A wide river stretched in front of them. Luckily, the banks were gentle, so he steered the jet onto the water, careful to reduce the power in the overloaded reactor.

	They crossed the river, raising a hissing cloud of steam in their wake. Shortly after climbing the opposite shore, his hearts started to bounce back to life. The magneto-highway in front of them was uncovered and, even better, completely deserted. He jumped over the ditch and landed in the middle of the lane. Immediately, the jet lifted on the magnetic cushion and caught speed.

	After they reached the mountains, they left the coastal highway for a narrow magneto-road leading to the crest. As they climbed above the purple barrier, they saw the platforms of the three big pyramids in Alixxor rising above the evening fog like three distant islands in a stormy sea. 

	The road followed a huge glacial trough carved deep into the stone wall. The recreation dome was in a secondary valley on the left side of the trough, surrounded by eight-thousand-feet-tall walls.

	Gondarra’s landmass was once a continent in its own right, but several dozen million years ago, it had slammed violently into the much larger Antyran continent. It was this collision that gave birth to the Roch-Alixxors, the highest mountain range of the stellar system, its peaks reaching over sixty-five thousand feet in height. And even after all these years, the crunching was still going strong.

	Viewed from Gondarra’s swampy plains, the mountains resembled two huge stairs made of fifteen-thousand-foot vertical rock walls and scarred by several deep glacial calderas. Massive granite blocks dotted the plateaus, abandoned there by ancient glaciations. On the edges, countless foamy streams were flowing into the abyss in a madness of waterfalls. On the lower plateau, a large river fed by the glaciers, called “Oleia’s tears,” was falling off the cliff in a twelve-thousand-feet-high waterfall. During the summer days, when the vardannes were the strongest, nothing reached the ground—the river turned directly into clouds.

	The recreation domes were scattered up to thirteen thousand feet, along the valleys close to the roads. But on the highest plateau, at over thirty thousand feet, there was a whole village of space domes available only to the Shindam’s elite in search of new thrills—like trekking the high-altitude glaciers dressed in spacesuits. Of course, the domes had an artificial atmosphere just like a spaceship, and reaching them was possible only in specially designed air-jets.

	They were still climbing the coils of the narrow valley when Gill heard a strange, thunderous noise in the distance—a low rumble broken by violent hissings. Before they had a chance to understand what was about to happen, a column of huge armored chameleons belonging to the Shindam’s order, floating on magnetic cushions, was upon them. With their cloaks fully activated, they were almost invisible. The war machines had folded the plastic wheels and extended their wings to jump24 over the road’s many bends.

	Finally realizing the danger, he braked violently and stopped the magneto-jet by the wayside while the endless column of armored chameleons passed a tail’s tip away from their vehicle. After the soldiers went on their way, he waited a bit more to make sure the peril was over, and then he cautiously approached the last crossroads before their valley.

	“What’s that?” asked Alala, pointing at a cloud of black smoke rising above the regarth shrubs.

	As they drove closer, they saw the remains of at least three magneto-jets scattered on the road. The eye with a vertical iris painted on them meant they belonged to the temples. It seemed the chameleons had blasted them on the fly, without bothering to clean up the mess.

	They passed the macabre scene without slowing down. At the crossroads, he turned right on a narrow magneto-trail leading to a secluded valley. The place seemed truly isolated, and Gill hoped to finally find some peace, at least until the end of the madness.

	 


CHAPTER 5.

	Left alone in the comfy nest of a chamber offered by Alala, Gill gazed at the bracelet with the enthusiasm of someone having to grab a poisoned guval by the tail. The ancient aromaries told countless stories about arrogant mortals meddling with the gods.25 Sometimes they rubbed their tails together, like the foolish Voran falling in love with the goddess Dedris, while other times they stole the gods’ possessions. Predictably, it never ended well for the Antyrans.

	Just like the ancient heroes, he was playing with their lives, and yet he knew all too well he couldn’t back off now. He was never a hero, but no matter the risks, he had to find the truth about the end of their ancient world, to search the answers hidden inside the bracelet’s dreams. After all, that’s why he became an archivist: to discover the past. And he was about to succeed beyond his wildest dreams, even though there was a “small” chance of getting killed by the artifact. 

	He took a deep breath and typed the symbols on the console, deciding to ignore the consequences.

	Much to his relief, it worked this time, too, and the scan started right after he pressed the last button. It began with a couple of rhomboid lights and explosive flashes in shades of yellow. 

	Very soon, things spun out of control. The patterns in his head became more and more elaborate until they reached a bewildering complexity, the bright textures turning into fractals of an indescribable beauty.

	After a while, the colors faded, and the maddening rush finally came to a halt. The peace didn’t last long, though, as the rhomboids were replaced by the metallic taste he loathed so much. This time, he was determined to resist to the end, no matter how hard it might get. 

	He was trying to relax when, without warning, a huge fountain of darkness opened in his path and sucked him into the black abyss.

	The dizzying fall lasted only for a moment. As soon as the rattle was gone, thousands and thousands of lights started to shine into the darkness. The stars appeared again!

	Some of the lights were barely visible in the night while others glimmered like the guiding pyres of the ancient fleets. In several places, hundreds—or maybe thousands—crowded in a dense knot. But most of them lay in a long, narrow diagonal strip—there had to be millions in the ethereal foam. He gulped in disbelief, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the structure.

	He was looking at the sky through the eyes of the bracelet bearer, on a huge display wall in the ship’s bridge. It was the same spaceship visited earlier in the morning.

	The patch of sky was devoid of stars, except for a particularly shiny one. Although the ship was still far from it, they had already entered the system because a small, brownish planet flipped on the screen. It was a frozen world, where life had no chance to flourish. The gods’ vessel quickly turned toward the star and accelerated.

	As soon as they passed the planet, the commander made a sign. A tiny area expanded on the whole wall, and they spotted two planets right in the middle of it, seemingly revolving around each other. The bigger one, about 50 percent larger than its companion, had a reddish-orange hue resembling the deserts of Antyra II. The smaller one looked similar to the first world seen on the display—same color and consistency. They weren’t close enough to the star to escape the spell of eternal ice.

	The image magnified, and the gods became very nervous. Gill could sense their fear without getting the reason, but something bad was happening on the planets. Suddenly, he felt afraid for his life. Even though he realized he wasn’t truly there, he couldn’t think rationally. It was the gods’ fear—no, their certainty—that soon, they’d die in battle.

	The images expanded again. Gill couldn’t understand how they did it; the lens had to be larger than the whole ship to get such resolution!

	From up close, the smaller planet didn’t look anything like he imagined. Far from frozen and without atmosphere, it was draped in a thick, brown smog. Through the mist, he glimpsed lakes and rivers made of a black substance. Could they be hydrocarbons? he asked himself, skipping a couple of heartbeats at the very thought that something like that could ever exist. He even noticed a huge volcano spitting the same black fluid at great heights. The eruption climbed vertically in a thick, continuous stream, then curved gracefully under the high-altitude winds, and finally rained on the ground. Deep channels drained the substance into a large lake, pooled in a crater.

	The other planet slipped on the screen. It was a desert world devoid of atmosphere, its surface covered in a chaotic mix of volcanoes and huge canyons. Around the mountains, the bright-yellow land bordered pitch-black areas dotted here and there by small, red spots.

	The image expanded a bit more, and he noticed a thin ring of asteroids of all sizes circling the planet—the largest ones being dozens of miles across. The worlds may have been amazing, but the asteroids left him out of breath: their silvery-gray color could only mean they were made of metal! All of them! Antyrans had nothing even remotely close to this. Most of their ore came from the Blue Crevice, a rift in the thick crust of Antyra III where the mining town of Ropolis was built. Surely the planets and the asteroid field had to be invaluable for any civilization that possessed them! 

	The commander gave an order, and the resolution increased again, accompanied by a low hum. The image became distorted at the edges, but it quickly stabilized, the asteroid field slowly unfolding in front of their eyes. And then they saw it: a space battle was in full swing! 

	The gods burst into cries of horror.

	All the barriers of communication broke at once, the bracelet bearer’s maddening thoughts flowing through his kyi like torrents of fire. Gill managed to understand most of them easily, whereas others eluded him altogether.

	But… how’s that possible? the horrified god asked himself. We left the enemy around Sigia! What’s their fleet doing here?

	Sigia. The name brought with it the kind of warmth meant for the cradle of their civilization. Gill quickly found the information in their shared memory: the aliens were called Sigians!

	The asteroid field was under attack. Long flames coiled around an asteroid, followed by fountains of sparks. Shortly after, huge fireballs vaporized parts of its body or broke it in millions of pieces. In the absence of an atmosphere, the nuclear blasts lasted only for a moment, barely visible. Each explosion was accompanied by the angry exclamations of the Sigians around him.

	At first, he didn’t know what was attacking the asteroids. It took him a while to spot the gray flashes. The ships moved so fast that they never stayed in one place for more than a heartbeat before disappearing into the night. They seemed to pull the space at their leisure, going instantly anyplace around; all he saw were long strips of color stabilizing into ships, only to vanish the next instant and become visible elsewhere. Their movement wasn’t chaotic, as it may have seemed; it had a precise logic: the ships always stabilized close to the asteroids, attacked them with nuclear charges, and then jumped away before getting fried by the lasers of the mining bases.

	Even though the chances of inflicting some punishment on their speedy enemies appeared ridiculously low, the asteroid gunners were fighting back with astounding precision. They always hit the same ships in the same spots as they did before. They chased the bombs, too, and most of them exploded too far away to cause any damage. Unfortunately, they couldn’t stop all of them. After a full hit, the asteroid defenses became silent. Other bombs closely followed, digging into the rock before smashing the asteroid into pebbles or chopping off parts of it.

	Just when he thought that no Sigian ships were fighting the swarm, one of the color arrows stabilized—a golden vessel damaged more than it could bear. It had a much broader outline than the attackers, and its fuselage was horribly pierced, smoke and gas leaking out of the holes. The Sigians attempted to steer clear of the battle, even though they had no hope of escape. Dozens of gray ships exited from the swarm, stabilizing around its flanks like a pack of guvals ready to tear their prey into bits. They all started to hit the wounded ship at the same time, firing at the engines with everything they had. One by one, the engines exploded, leaving the hopeless derelict to float adrift. 

	The grays began to frantically dismantle it. Whenever they punched the armor, a decompression shock burst debris into the void. Several rescue modules detached from its belly. At least some Sigians were trying to keep fighting, steering toward the mining bases. The enemies didn’t bother to chase them, knowing all too well that the defenses of the asteroids would soon be silenced, too.

	The wreck wobbled from all its seams when a series of blasts began to propagate inside. With the enemies still firing, a huge explosion obliterated the vessel, throwing millions of fragments everywhere. The grays didn’t appear affected by the rain of metal. The splinters that reached the ships were deflected by some kind of energy shield—a bluish shock wave appeared in front of them, and the shards accelerated along the invisible force field, followed by trails of fire.

	The bracelet bearer finally understood what was happening, and the reality turned out to be even darker than his worst nightmares. When the enemies stabilized behind the Sigian ship, he realized he had never seen them before. The ships were of a new class—built for speed and power—with slick fuselages and bigger lasers than the older models. They had segments of different diameters welded together and laser turrets mounted at the joints. The four main rear engines were complemented by several silvery spheres with bluish iridescences at the front—the distortion front engines. Clearly the fleet couldn’t be the one orbiting Sigia, but a brand-new army that seemingly appeared from nowhere!

	That the grays had two fleets of such power crushed any hopes the gods had of winning the uneven war. Their enemies had more ships than the Sigians were aware of, much more than they could ever dream of defeating. How did they fool them like that? No manufacture of this scale could be hidden from the spy drones—factories, mines, or cargo convoys. Alas, it was of little interest how they built them. They had the ships, and this spelled the end of the Sigians.

	However, instead of breaking their will to fight, the impending doom strengthened them. With extraordinary speed, the Sigians accepted their fate, and just as quickly, they lost the fear of death.

	Soon, it became clear that other Sigian ships were inside the twister, fighting against an enemy a hundred times stronger. From time to time, huge fireworks, laser beams, and even nuclear blasts flashed into the chaos. One by one, the golden ships stopped jumping and shared the fate of the first vessel, being torn apart by lasers. But the enemies didn’t destroy them all: after disabling two smaller fighters, a swarm of pods boarded them. Neural probes! the sinister thought flashed in his memory. The prisoners would share a fate more dreadful than death.

	The battle was drawing to an end, as the asteroids had quit fighting. About half of the silvery ships, shining in the light of the star like the mercury scales of an aquatic monster, stabilized around them and pounded the surviving structures with impunity. The other half departed the planet, drifting toward the hydrocarbon world.

	The despair of the Sigians became unbearable.

	“Our cities!” they wailed.

	Another surreal image came to life. The Sigians had built their cities on platforms suspended twenty miles from the planet’s surface, right above the hydrocarbon lakes. The structures were anchored on three solid pillars curved on the inside, thick pipes coiling all the way down to the black waves. Hundreds of shiny domes crowded the platforms of the sky cities, surrounded by two-mile-high skyscrapers. At least ten such colossal cities—with their buildings colored in bright red, violet, or scarlet—streamed on the ship’s display.

	The gray ships slowly approached them through the smog clouds. Suddenly, from all the buildings, hundreds of thousands of vehicles darted at the same time toward the skies, in a desperate attempt to break away. The small ships of the city dwellers came out of the fog, strewing the orbit with bright streaks. The grays immediately opened fire, but the sheer number of the refugees made their losses truly insignificant.

	Not wanting to miss the hunt, the fleet around the asteroid field turned to intercept their escape route and quickly covered the distance. The Sigians started evasive actions—a far cry from the abilities of the enemy armada—while the grays launched several waves of nuclear charges at them. But no matter what they did, most of the Sigians managed to get through the deadly net. 

	The god-Gill looked at the unfolding drama with his hearts broken. Where are they going to run? Even if they fly to Sigia, will they find anything on arrival? They’ll be forced to surrender or die in the dark coldness of space. The ones who didn’t leave the sky cities are the lucky ones.

	Then, predictably, disaster struck: the grays resumed their approach to one of the platforms and synchronized their fire on the pylons holding the structure. Their laser beams, together with a couple of nuclear charges—much brighter in the dense atmosphere—smashed them easily, despite their redoubtable strength.

	Ariga’s star was rising above the area. Like every morning, its rays caressed the huge domes, whirling iridescent rainbows along the sparkling walls. But this time, the magic of the dawn only lasted for a few moments. In solemn silence, the huge city started to fall. At first slowly, then faster and faster, it inexorably approached the planet’s surface. The tall towers broke apart almost immediately, leaving a trail of debris behind, while the purple domes survived until the terrible impact with the methane sea. During the fall, the city’s platform listed, hitting the sea at a sharp angle. A huge tidal wave, over a mile high, rose on the surface of the water.

	As soon as the air escaped from the shattered buildings, a huge explosion lit the hydrocarbons, and a fire mushroom rose up to the orbit, blowing away the smog around the impact site. 

	The gray fleet, taking note of the city’s destruction, moved away to the next one. It was already too much for Gill’s crew. Even though they could do little to save the others, no one wanted to keep looking at the slaughter from a safe distance.

	“We’re synchronized,” exclaimed someone in a cold, metallic voice. 

	The smell of war permeated the ship’s bridge. Soldiers with murderous looks on their faces and strange instruments floating close-by hopped in the battle cockpits, aware that their time was over. A Sigian—very old, judging by his wrinkles—appeared on the screen. He was an important and respected leader, the shared memory told him. Gill didn’t understand the rank, apparently some sort of fleet commander or maybe a war strategist. When the alien spoke, he understood everything like it was Antyran.

	The Sigian barely mumbled his words. Soon, it became obvious he was overcome with relief to see them coming.

	“You… you came! I lost hope of seeing your arrival, Kirk’an! I thought everything was lost!” he exclaimed euphorically.

	A silent question rose in the god-Gill’s kyi. The old Sigian’s joy didn’t seem appropriate for the situation. Everything was lost, regardless of their presence there. Did the Torres base hold the illusion that their destroyer could somehow change the fate of such an uneven battle? Which was lost already since the defenders had all but quit fighting.

	“Deko, we came as fast as we could. I’m sorry to find you like this,” the ship commander murmured, holding his head in his palms. With difficulty, he continued, “We’re ready to join the shadows.”

	Deko turned his eyes to see something on his right. Answering an unspoken question, the display wall split in two, and Gill saw the gray fleet attacking. On the hydrocarbon planet, another huge flame rose to the sky. 

	“Emporya is gone…” the old Sigian sighed heavily.

	There was a brief moment of tense silence.

	“Let’s get over this!” he said, trying to sound upbeat, as if nothing happened. “Kirk’an, I’m so glad you made it! You’re going to save our world!”

	The soldiers on Gill’s ship exchanged startled looks, beginning to question Deko’s mental health. After all, who could keep his sanity in such circumstances?

	“Yes!” continued Deko, ignoring the effect of his words. “I ordered everyone to fight till the end to give you time to arrive. They died, but you’re here!”

	“And how’s that going to help?” exclaimed Kirk’an with despair. “We’ve lost the war!”

	“We may have lost this war, but we’ll win the next one!”

	“You’re insane!” Kirk’an seemed about to shout. The reverence he held for his companion must have stopped him from saying it aloud, though. Instead, he shook his head incredulously:

	“There’s no other war. There’ll be no one left to fight it.” 

	“Ahh, but here’s where you’re wrong, my dear commander. It will be up to you,” Deko smiled.

	“What can I do?” exclaimed Kirk’an. “How…” 

	He paused, trying to discover if the nearby enemies had noticed their approach.

	“They found you or will do it soon,” said Deko. “And the neural probes will tell them the rest. You’ll get a package and then have to run. Run like no other Sigian has run before.”

	“Run from the battle? What kind of foul words are these?” exclaimed one of the soldiers on the bridge, without hiding his disgust.

	“You will take everything we gathered till now—all our culture and technology, along with five million Sigian eggs ready to be hatched in incubators! You’ll have millions of spores, seeds, and animal eggs as well. With these, you’ll rebirth us somewhere else!”

	The god of the bracelet didn’t want to run; as a soldier, his place was on the battlefield and not hidden like a coward in the darkness of space. The idea of them surviving their world ending was grotesque.

	“On which planet do you think we can hide?” asked Kirk’an. “One of the primitive worlds in our sector? Should we fly to Antyra?”

	Antyra! The gods knew about his world! Gill’s hearts started pumping wildly, close to breaking his chest wall. Even more remarkable, they called it by its native name. Antyra, in the same universe with Sigia—and even close-by, since the aliens thought about flying there! And they were able to traverse the Antyran firewall at will!

	“Sooner or later, Antyra’s going to be attacked, too. Their ruler, Raman, united them, and our enemies don’t like them united, even so primitive. You won’t have time to build a colony there before they wipe it out.”

	The Sigian tragedy happened during Raman’s years, before the sons of Zhan burned the ancient Antyran cities with their godly weapons! And before Beramis stretched his fire belly around the Antyran star system!

	“Do you think Mapu is a better choice?”

	“You won’t get away with it. They already have agents on the planet.”

	“What’s the plan, then? Did you find an uninhabited world?” Kirk’an exclaimed, confused.

	“No, and we didn’t search for one, either. We found something better. We figured that just as our worlds developed in the sector, others have to exist in Lliktakha.”

	Gill didn’t understand the last word because there was no correspondent in the Antyran language. Still, from the god’s visual representation, he realized that Deko meant the ribbon of millions of stars he saw on the ship’s display wall. The “house of stars,” Lliktakha. 

	“Don’t tell me you found—” the commander exploded. 

	“Yes, Kirk’an!” exclaimed the old Sigian, grinning with all his teeth. “We found them!”

	The news stunned everyone. Even though it came too late to save their planets, the implications were huge.

	“We burned most of our j-tubes26 to build the largest tachyon detector ever conceived! You won’t believe its size. We risked everything on this.” 

	“The detector is here?”

	“In an ice cave under the Torres volcano.”

	“Too bad we didn’t think of it earlier! Maybe we wouldn’t be here now,” Kirk’an sighed.

	“During peace, we never found the resources for such a project.”

	“There’s not much time left,” said Kirk’an, worried, looking at the hundreds of enemy ships between them and the planets. “Tell me about the aliens.”

	“We found twenty worlds. In several months of scanning.” 

	The Sigians on the destroyer fell speechless before the immensity of the number. Lliktakha held extraordinary surprises—they were aware of this—but the most incredible news was that so many worlds had reached the same level at the same time. 

	“Twenty civilizations with tachyon transmissions?” exclaimed Kirk’an, incredulous. “And in the last three hundred years, we found none?”

	“I’m shocked, too—”

	“It’s… I don’t understand! All developed at the same time? Impossible! How about Arnadok’s inference?”

	“I’ve no explanation and didn’t search for one, either. Though I’m sure one exists, and you’ll find it,” Deko said, smiling. “We already made contact with the Alliance of the Six Stars, or Rigulians, after their native star, called Rigulia IX.”

	“And they accepted to help our cause?” asked Kirk’an, skeptical.

	“We didn’t say anything. It’s too late for us anyway and a too-great risk of scaring them away. What kind of aliens would join a total war on our side after hearing a sad story?”

	“So what’s the plan, then?”

	“You’ll be our ambassador to the Six Stars. They already sent an escort to meet you in the Antyran space about two months from now. You can hide there until they arrive.”

	“Why are they coming so late?” asked Kirk’an, worried that in two months, the enemies wouldn’t have left a speck of dust unscanned in the whole quadrant.

	“Rigulia is far from here. Do what you have to do, but be there in time. And don’t forget that the enemies will read the memories of the prisoners.”

	“How many know about the meeting place?”

	“Only three. Rest assured—they won’t get any of us alive.” 

	Because so many Sigians were involved in the project, the enemies would surely find out about the Alliance of the Six Stars from the prisoners’ memories. They’d know everything, save for the meeting spot. And Deko’s words meant something else: they had to warn the Rigulians. Otherwise, they would be the next to be attacked by the gray plague.

	“Hide the destroyer on Antyra, and contact the aliens with the two shuttles,” continued Deko. “If you fall into a trap, make sure you don’t get caught alive!”

	“We’ll have their fleets on our heels,” Kirk’an said with a sigh, pointing at the grays.

	“I reckon you’re the most capable of us to fool them,” Deko smiled.

	Kirk’an is too pessimistic. They’re going to need a whole fleet to stop us, thought the god of the bracelet. With a bit of luck, the grays will only send a couple of ships to scan Antyra, and we’ll blast them into smithereens before the arrival of the Rigulians. It may actually be harder to explain to the aliens why we have to run like crazy just after meeting them, he grinned at the prospect—Kirk’an’s not exactly famous for diplomacy.

	“Sigia will fall before the contact,” said Deko, making efforts to hide his voice tremor. “You’ll be everything that’s left of our world.”

	He stopped speaking for a few moments, crushed by the enormity of his words. For Sigians, the apocalypse had come.

	“You’ll be the ambassadors of a dead world. Tell them how we fought to the last Sigian; tell them how we didn’t bow our heads and laughed in the face of death. Convince them we deserve to be helped.”

	Deko stopped for a moment, looking into his eyes. His eyes. Gill felt the burning gaze piercing his skull like a hot platinum rod. Suddenly, it crossed his kyi that Deko wasn’t talking to the Sigians anymore. The Sigians were dead—all of them. After 1,250 years, they were surely dead, even the seed bearers, because somehow, they managed to meet their doom on Antyra II—maybe betrayed, maybe careless, maybe out of luck. No. Deko was speaking to him across the gulfs of time and space, to tell the tragic and unbelievably heroic tale of his species. The alien was seeking his help! And then he started to feel something growing inside him, something he never felt before: it was the implacable determination to keep this story from being buried back into nothingness… to become the new Sigian ambassador.

	“Your purpose is to rebirth Sigia. With their help, you can bring back our world,” continued Deko. “Share our greatest achievements, and in return, ask for a world only for us.”

	A loud sigh came out of Kirk’an’s chest. He began to feel the enormity of the task on his shoulders.

	“You’ll have the plans for the bracelets, and they will work on aliens too, except for our enemies. If any of the grays get their hands on one, it’ll blow up in a rather spectacular fashion. Don’t forget about the wormhole prototype and, of course, our newest ship, the destroyer you command. You have multipoint forges. Print some incubators and everything else you need. Raise us from the ashes. And above all, don’t forget about—”

	“Revenge!” exclaimed Kirk’an, grinding his teeth.

	“Look at these cities,” said Deko, pointing at the huge flames stretching all the way to the orbit. “We’re all waiting for our death to get a purpose.”

	As they talked, most of the enemy fleet had gone to the other side of the planet to hunt down the last sky towns and rogue ships.

	“If Sigia falls before two months—which is all but certain to happen—the Six Stars will lose contact with us. They may get spooked and turn back,” Kirk’an said, worried.

	“We already told them that our tachyon generators need maintenance, so we might go silent for a while—a small lie to buy us some time.”

	They approached the battlefield, still undetected, their enemies being too absorbed by their sinister occupation to bother looking around. The ship steered toward the hydrocarbon planet, where the Sigian base was dug inside the southern flank of the Torres volcano.

	“Be ready to take the package,” said Deko. “It leaves now!”

	A large ship burst from a hidden ice gallery. The grays immediately detected it. Their fleet—most of which still gathered on the other side of the planet—rushed in pursuit. But since they were so far away, none of their ships had a chance to catch it before it reached Gill’s destroyer. 

	Unfortunately, it wasn’t the same with the asteroid wreckers. They finally figured out the ruse and swiftly turned on a trajectory to bring them between the two Sigian vessels.

	At first scattered, the enemies quickly coalesced into a distortion front. As if attracted by a magnetar, the gray ships slipped closer and closer, until they touched at the widest section. Automatic handlers linked them together, and their speed began to increase. They turned into a giant monster, rushing to devour them.

	The fleet was moving incredibly fast—much faster than the older models—and it became clear they’d cross the path of the Sigians before the contact. The god of the bracelet started to shiver. How were they going to get rid of them?

	No gray ship could ever dream of outrunning a Sigian one—especially the destroyer—but a fleet was a different beast all together.27 When the giant monster approached the Torres vessel, the crew reduced its speed and began evasive maneuvers. The enemies immediately broke the distortion front and launched their deadly dance like a swarm of licants around a light bulb.

	Gill’s destroyer approached the hive while keeping the contact with the other ship’s bridge. No one there showed the slightest concern, even though they knew all too well they were going to be blasted into pieces. When the distance became small enough, the vessel made a final jump toward them and stopped pulling the space. The enemies focused their lenses on its engines, with two of them exploding almost instantly. Meanwhile, the ship crossed the bulk of the blockade, turned its back to the destroyer, and jettisoned a red conical cargo toward them. Then it accelerated again with all the speed it could squeeze from the dying engines, flying toward the bulk of the ships approaching from behind.

	As the cargo reached the destroyer and the crew pulled it into the cargo bay, an explosion more powerful than anything Gill could have imagined ripped through the enemy fleet. Some of the ships closest to the blast began losing air and liquids into space, spinning out of control. Antimatter! realized the stunned god of the bracelet. A deliberate blow to give them an advance!

	The red cargo was under wraps in the destroyer’s belly when the first wave of enemies arrived nearby and opened fire. Most of the fleet followed closely, except for about twenty, too damaged to take part.

	Soon, it became obvious that their ship didn’t care much about hits that would have torn apart other vessels. Their outer hull was covered in a layer of golden crystal stripes designed to deflect energy attacks. When the lasers hit the hull, the surrounding area became shiny and scattered the beam in all directions.

	Seeing the uselessness of their efforts, the attackers stopped firing and began pounding them with nuclear charges. On the ship’s bridge, the Sigians were prepared for this. The walls, floor, ceiling, and even the battle cockpits where the fighters nested became transparent. Their defensive rays lit up the skies, hunting down wave after wave of bombs. Each of the soldiers defended a patch of space using a strange rod, which they pointed at the charges directly through the invisible walls.

	With more and more grays reaching them, the space turned into a mad whirlpool. When the cargo was finally anchored in the ship’s bay, the commander gave an order. A tall Sigian pushed his arms inside a translucent sphere through the openings on its sides. The slug woke up and clung hungrily on his elbows. Thousands of lights started to shine within it, animated by a life of their own, while the ball slowly pulsed under the Sigian’s will. The soldier twisted the jelly, and the stars, the enemy ships, and pretty much everything else became a storm of lines and colors. The Sigians didn’t seem bothered by the distortion madness, still hitting their targets with ease, always at the slightly thickened head of the stripe. Everyone knew all too well what would have happened if they missed one. But with every passing moment, more and more charges were launched at them.

	At Kirk’an’s orders, the Sigian made a series of jumps in one direction, till the enemies slid to their right. With the destroyer out of the range of their nukes, they stopped jumping and sped up. 

	And then came the ugly surprise: they were unable to outrun the grays after they assembled in a distortion front!

	Once the destroyer was again in their range, the jelly handler twisted the space while the metal monster broke formation and attacked them from all sides. After they detached, the grays lost the advantage of their speed. Once again, the Sigians slipped from their grip and sped away, just like the first time.

	Their enemies tried the same attack a couple more times until they finally got the idea. They had to contend with chasing them at close range.

	“What shall we do now?” the god-Gill asked Kirk’an.

	“We run like this until we meet a planetoid.”

	“They’ll blow us to pieces in one hit,” he said, nodding.

	The god of the bracelet had spoken for the first time, and from their common lips, the weird words came out with ease. It felt strange to hear himself uttering such unnatural sounds so naturally.

	Deko popped up again on the wall screen, more worried than before. The wrinkles on his face now looked like the canyons of the Red Scarp.

	“We’re in trouble, Deko!”

	“So I’ve seen! From now on, you’ll talk with the fleet command. I can’t help you anymore,” he whispered.

	“What are you going to do?” asked Kirk’an, knowing all too well the answer.

	“My time has come,” he murmured, resigned to his fate. “We don’t have defense on the base; we moved it to the asteroids to slow them down. Good luck, Kirk’an!”

	“Good-bye, Deko. I promise you won’t be forgotten,” said Kirk’an, saluting him by pressing his fist to his mouth and blowing, producing a guttural noise that sounded like choeee. Then he touched his chest.

	With all the cities crashed down in flames, the gray fleet finally approached the volcano. They couldn’t possibly miss the largest cave. The bracelet bearer clenched his fists in despair. He would have done anything for a chance to fight the enemies, to rip their ships into pieces and watch the debris drifting aimlessly.

	Following a brief search, the grays stopped around the southern wall of the volcano. They had found the tachyon detector and most likely were trying to understand what it was supposed to be. 

	After they reached a conclusion, they opened fire on the ice ceiling, collapsing it into the hole underneath. The hit revealed an artificial cave sheltering the huge tachyon device. It was a sphere suspended in a gravity field and bathed in bluish light, sending out sparkling, playful irisations in the depths of the glacier. From place to place, orange detectors pulled their heads out of the ice walls. 

	At the same time, hundreds of hologuided nukes plunged into the volcano. Some fell in the canyons while others steered along the ice caverns.

	Deko was still with them on the wall screen.

	“Remember, you’re the last h—”

	The transmission ended abruptly when the bombs exploded all at once. Huge fire mushrooms rose everywhere, the ice melted by the blasts turning into boiling rivers, which quickly flooded the canyons. Water, steam, and burning hydrocarbons gushed out of cracks. When the oxygen released into the atmosphere reached the volcano, huge pillars of fire climbed through the hydrocarbon eruption to join the orbital fire streaks of the burning cities. Inside the ship, everyone was speechless. Ariga’s hydrocarbon harvesters and fleet printers became history… for the bracelet’s bearer and for the whole Sigian civilization. 

	 


CHAPTER 6.

	Tarjis, the children of Zhan. “The righteous ones,” in the sacred language. When the temples asked for all children to be handed to them, they ignited a civil war that robbed them of their power. But not all opposed them. Plenty of Antyrans, afraid of Zhan’s wrath, gave up their sons and daughters. These children educated by the temples came back in the world as tarjis, Antyrans following the Inrumiral book’s commands above all earthly laws.

	Most tarjis became farmers. Growing acajaa kept them closer to Zhan and protected them from the corruptible technologies lurking in the cities. They were not greedy and never worked large parcels that would have taken too much of their precious time. They fed on Baila’s promises and never chased more than the bare necessities of life. That was why, in time, the farmers became the power base of the temples. 

	Of course, not all tarjis were farmers. The most cunning were trained to conceal their education and infiltrate the Shindam’s bureaucracy, to become Baila’s eyes inside the worldly leadership.

	And then there were the coria dwellers, from where the prophet recruited his assassins.

	The majority of the believers lived on Antyra II.28 And it was precisely this reason why Baila XXI was cursing his wretched misfortune; he had a whole planet packed with tarjis at his disposal, and it had to be the Sigarion’s jure—a servant of the Shindam—to stumble upon the artifacts, instead of one of his pilgrims! 

	At least now he’d finally put the tarjis to good use, to help him get his hands on the artifacts, wipe out the Shindam’s corruption, and take back the reins of power.

	The prophet scratched a note on his sleeve-fabric display: remember to dump a seeker on his tracks. The tracks of Colenam, the discoverer of the skeletons. He was sure the Shindam hid him somewhere, but he wanted him. He wanted him not to extract details—he already received them—but to set an example. He decided that all those involved in the story should be eliminated as quickly as possible.

	The sleeve screen woke up with a beep, and a red triangle appeared in the upper-right corner. He knew the meaning: a new holoreport was ready to be rendered. His agents were out gathering information and untangling the threads of the complicated story for him. Let’s hope I finally get some good news. He felt his time had finally arrived.

	Lounging in the pink fluff of a double nest, Alala changed the spectrum of the windows to an intense green. The mountains, the sky, and all the wild landscape around the dome took on the hues of a surreal world suffocated in a poisonous atmosphere. 

	She liked this color more than any other. The rays enveloped her body, giving the impression she was lying in the tall grasses of the Alixxoran plains. When she was a child she liked to hide in the grass and let her brothers seek her; it was one of their favorite games.

	They lived a carefree life on a forage farm near Alixxor, playing “chase the smell” all day long in the fields. Then, one day, their mother got sick. She never agreed to send them to the temples, as their father wished. Her brothers… it seemed an eternity since she last saw them.

	But it wasn’t a good moment to get overwhelmed by memories and become vulnerable again. Taking a deep breath, she banished the treacherous thoughts back into the little corner from where they had escaped for a moment.

	Dusk was falling, and Gill still lay hidden in his nest, strangely uninterested in what was happening in Alixxor—even though the madness had “something to do” with his tail. His behavior puzzled Alala greatly. He definitely knew more than he revealed in the Tower. He had lied to her, and she sensed that. After all, she was a female. Well, she knew a couple of tricks to make him loosen up his tail, and soon she would use them without remorse. But for all her curiosity, she decided to allow him a few more breaths before going on the offensive.

	She chased away the insidious feeling of drowsiness dripping in her bones. She rose to her feet and walked into the food quarter to prepare something to eat—namely, a handful of dubious leftovers forgotten on her last trip. If only she had learned how to cook. 

	After opening two cans and pouring water on the orange powder, she stirred the content to warm it with the help of a chemical reaction. She sniffed the result and happily decided that the job was done. She moved back into the main room, which was furnished with a large holotheater for the lazy evenings after a day of adventures in the frozen mountains.

	She turned on the holoflux from the softness of the double nest, anxious to find out what was happening in the capital.

	Everywhere, she saw the same images of turmoil and destruction. The tarjis were marching through the city to take over the Shindam’s Towers; long lines of refugees clogged the exit roadways. The chaos and fires spread like a deadly plague about to consume Alixxor in its poisonous claws. If Antyra’s star had risen above a prosperous, joyful capital in the middle of the largest holiday of the year, the sunset cast its shadows over a besieged city on the brink of a civil war.

	All this time, Gill’s kyi had remained trapped in the terrible nightmare of the Sigian soldier. He knew he risked being discovered if Alala rushed into his room and found him unconscious with the bracelet on his arm. He could order the bracelet to disconnect, but the temptation to live the end of the story was too great.

	Although the Sigians had left Ariga’s star system, the status quo didn’t change. 

	The owner of the bracelet anxiously gazed at the enemy vessels chasing them at close range, trying to guess how long they had to live. They had plenty of energy onboard, so everything hinged on their enemies’ desire to throw a planetoid in their path. And if the grays had already found out their mission, as he strongly suspected, they wouldn’t release them from their clutches until they were thoroughly dead.

	With a whole fleet on their trail, it made no sense to fly on to Antyra. They would condemn the Rigulian ambassadors to certain death, that is, of course, if Kirk’an could find a way to stay alive for another two months—a pretty outlandish proposition. They had to open a tachyonic synchronization with Sigia and ask for help, even though their homeworld didn’t fare much better, either.

	Fortunately—or rather, unfortunately—they could call them at will. The problem with transmissions was that the position of a ship talking to a base could be easily triangulated by the enemy probes in orbit around the Sigian worlds. But in their unenviable situation, followed by a whole enemy fleet, that was the least of their worries.

	“Kirk’an, the new orders are to change course for Sigia,” said the young cadet as soon as he appeared on the screen.

	“Sigia? But… isn’t it surrounded?” exclaimed Kirk’an, stunned by the order. “They have planetoids nearby! They’ll blow us to dust in one hit!” he added gloomily.

	“We have a plan. You’ll get the next instructions when you’re close to orbit.”

	The cadet tried to look assured, although they could easily read the fear in his eyes.

	“Please keep the contact with us… err… the situation is volatile, and we don’t want to lose the link before telling you the next step.”

	“Acknowledged the order!” said Kirk’an dryly, ending the conversation.

	The bracelet bearer felt equally upset by the change. How could they protect their precious cargo in the midst of the enemy blockade? The fleet command was mad!

	There was another pause. This time, when the memories came back, their ship arrived close to Sigia, and Gill saw the home planet on the display wall. A big yellow star was shining on the left, and a small, reddish one became visible in the upper-right corner, at a greater distance. The second star revolved around the first one just like a normal planet.

	The ship’s bridge roared back to life. Some of the soldiers were surrounded by strange combat equipment whose purpose Gill didn’t know and couldn’t read in the common memory. The commander gazed worriedly at the myriads of stars close to the destination, then activated a golden bracelet on his arm—maybe the same one that killed Tadeo and was about to bury him alive, too, thought Gill with a cold shiver in his tail.

	Around the central table, six cockpits emerged from the floor, and six Sigians jumped inside. The display walls opened, allowing him to see a number of coves. Each of them had a black chair made of an unidentified material and was closed by two independent semidoors. The upper one didn’t seem to be more than a head cushion to block possible impact shocks, while the lower one had several displays and even a gelatinous sphere, smaller in size but otherwise similar to the one on the navigation table in the middle of the bridge. 

	Several soldiers rushed into the coves and closed both doors after them. Fighting modules, he thought, finding the information in his shared memory. If they had to abandon the ship, they could easily run away with their flying battle cockpits.

	The Sigian-Gill stepped into one of the empty recesses, but he didn’t close the doors. His anxiety grew when he realized he couldn’t recognize the star map. The grays must have messed up the space-time continuum around the Sigian worlds. No wonder he couldn’t find the known constellations. They faced such insidious and deceptive enemies that even the celestial bodies became their friends and allies.

	In fact, the Sigian-Gill knew all too well the meaning of the new constellations. It quickly became obvious to the others that the new stars were not what they appeared to be because they all began to move to their left, splitting from the real ones. Kirk’an shouted an order, and a soldier pushed his arms inside the jelly sphere.

	With a guttural exclamation, one of the soldiers showed them another cluster of stars. A second fleet? the ominous thought struck the bracelet bearer. As if rushing to answer him, they started to form a giant funnel in front of their ship, a trap seemingly folding the very fabric of space to block their escape.

	What evil tidings linked their enemies to the most basic laws of the universe, allowing them to access its unending energy? What resources did they gather to be able to display such an overwhelming show of power? The Sigian-Gill became more and more convinced that it wasn’t just a mere calculus, a problem of numbers and weight, that crushed them today at the Sigian gates. His presentiment was that the invaders somehow mastered the swells of space and maybe even time. They had a secret larger than the pathetic technological level they could reach under their own power. They opened the dam of matter and energy, turning them into a force impossible to defeat.

	The Sigian-Gill took a deep breath, filling with burning rage. The ark is lost anyway. The only thing that matters now is to bring a rich harvest with us to the river of shadows. 

	Gill wasn’t sure if the thought belonged to the Sigian or if it was his because the ritual words about the “river of shadows” resembled the Antyran customs. But it hardly mattered; he felt the last traces of anxiety melting away, and a blind determination to fight like no Sigian had fought before rose in its place. He felt the accuracy growing inside his arms, his muscle power expanding tenfold. Before death would have a chance to see his shadow, he would move incredibly fast; his ganglions would estimate and command everything, dozens of times faster than usual. Come on! I can’t wait to crush you already! he shouted in his mind, gazing at the enemy fleet growing inexorably in front of them, fatter and hungrier with every passing moment.

	As they drew closer to the funnel, the fleet chasing them from Ariga broke the distortion front and settled into a compact wall of ships, three layers deep. They weren’t afraid anymore of losing them—more so as the Sigian destroyer also slowed down to win more time.

	The Sigian-Gill watched the forming of the strange barrier in disbelief, finally deciding that he never saw a bigger absurdity in his entire life. It was total nonsense from a military perspective—such a crowded pack couldn’t avoid, say, a wave of nukes launched in its direction. It seemed, though, that the prospect of losing some ships didn’t concern them at all. The enemies just wanted to cut off their retreat, although the Sigian-Gill doubted that any formation—no matter how smartly arranged—could really stop their destroyer from crossing it if Kirk’an gave the order to turn back.

	Three of the lights in the funnel in front of them were shining much brighter than the others—and not because they were closer.

	“Their second fleet has left the orbit and is coming your way,” said the cadet. “Three planetoids joined them.” 

	Kirk’an pointed at the brightest light in the center of the screen.

	“We can’t avoid this one,” he exclaimed, barely holding his anger in check.

	“Keep the course unchanged,” ordered the cadet.

	The star began to take shape, turning into a ship of apocalyptic proportions. It soon looked like an asymmetric V pointing at them, its left arm much shorter than the other one. This was the type of ship Gill saw when he first connected to the bracelet. It wasn’t jumping yet, and soon it covered most of the display wall. The Sigian-Gill couldn’t help but wonder what was in the commander’s beard to bring them here.

	As if the metal enormity wasn’t enough to take them out in one hit, hundreds of attackers followed in its wake. The silvery silhouettes flowed in their direction like a swollen river.

	Suddenly, the planetoid stopped. The whole gray fleet jumped to the right, toward one of the rivers of light coming in their direction. Even some fixed points—which Gill could have sworn were stars—rushed in the same direction.

	The giant was shaking, trying hard to turn back. Normally it would have turned in an instant, but now it was moving with obvious difficulty.

	“Why don’t they attack us?” a plump Sigian exclaimed.

	Kirk’an shook his head, astounded. 

	“It’s damaged! I saw something like this in the battle of Pomagro,” he said. “When the big engines are hit, it starts shaking like this.” 

	“But how…” babbled the previous speaker.

	He swallowed his last words because the planetoid finally turned its back to them, and the view left them speechless: the back armor was horribly twisted, steaming abundantly from huge holes opened deep in its structure. The two jump engines on the longer arm were heavily damaged, the space around them whirling in hundreds of chaotic streams. Every few seconds, powerful eruptions burst out of the glowing cores, pulling along the nearby space and blending it in spiral distortions thousands of feet long. The six smaller engines on the shorter arm, although apparently unscathed, seemed unable to stabilize the behemoth. 

	“Our fleet has left the orbit!” exclaimed Kirk’an, horrified, grabbing his temples in his hands. He pointed at a river of lights coming in their direction.

	The hulky silhouette of the planetoid was hiding the nearby ships, but even from that distance, they could see that the farthest ones were golden, not gray. The bracelet bearer screamed in his kyi: Who’s defending Sigia now? And then he realized the ghastly answer: They abandoned the planet to help us!

	“I don’t get it,” exclaimed one of the Sigians. “How did they depolarize it so fast?”

	“Antimatter. Probably all our fleet reserves.”

	They arrived near the wounded giant and entered its range of fire. But the monster didn’t shoot at them; its rear lenses were most likely smashed to bits. In the front, however, the battle commenced. Flashes of light and orange flames burst forth around the edges of the planetoid. Sometimes, they glimpsed golden arrows moving with lightning speed, betraying the frenzied assault of the Sigian fleet.

	“No time to fight,” exclaimed Kirk’an regretfully, checking if they were still followed by the weird escort.

	The ships were there, but the unexpected attack had thrown their plan in disarray. The wall began to lose cohesion as the grays prepared to meet the Sigian fleet, which they had no way to avoid.

	“Still, we can’t miss the chance,” he continued with a murderous glare in his eyes. “Load the charges!”

	A shout of joy erupted on the bridge. Everyone felt that running from the battle without firing a single shot at the enemy was truly a sacrilege.

	When they approached the planetoid, the tall Sigian pressed his hands inside the distortion jelly and started to play with the space. At about the same time, the first wave of glowing green strings flooded their display walls, but before long, the defenders skillfully hunted them down.

	The gray wall coming from behind had all but disappeared. Some tried in vain to engage them while the bulk charged the golden fleet in a desperate attempt to rescue the wounded planetoid—the only one capable of taking out their destroyer in one blow—that is, if its lenses survived the onslaught.

	The biggest challenge of the grays was to block the golden arrows from getting behind the planetoid and attacking its propulsion. They even tried a couple of times to ram the Sigians, but they never succeeded. 

	Gill’s destroyer was in an ideal position to hit the wounded giant, and the best thing was that the enemy didn’t expect them to fight instead of running away in the darkness of space. 

	“The navigation engines,” ordered Kirk’an. “Take out the one at the top,” he said, pointing toward the intense light that spawned most of the space aberrations. 

	Gill couldn’t understand how the Sigians followed their way under fire; he only saw a maddening carousel of stripes, fluorescent lines, and colorful sparks running in all directions. The sphere handler stretched the jelly from inside out, as if he was swimming in a whirling river. A bright-yellow, highly irregular shape appeared in the center of the display wall.

	“The engine’s right ahead! Launch the charges?” asked a soldier from a transparent floor cockpit.

	“Get a little closer,” replied Kirk’an, grinning broadly. 

	“This is madness,” exclaimed the soldier, more to himself, gazing worriedly at the sensors.

	Dozens of alarms started to scream, a sure sign that the radiations coming from the giant engine were more than a match for their protections.

	“The shields are about to fail!” shouted the soldier.

	“Fire!” Kirk’an finally gave the order.

	A salvo of fluorescent orange stripes gushed from the destroyer’s belly, spearing the fiery furnace. The planetoid had no chance of avoiding them. The sphere handler frantically pushed the space, and the ship jumped backward. Despite this, the blast shock wave hit them so violently that the god of the bracelet landed on the floor with a loud thud, followed by two other soldiers who didn’t take the elementary measure of locking their cockpit doors. The commander didn’t budge a bit, his automagnetic suit holding his feet firmly anchored to the floor.

	Shortly after that, the unbelievable violence of the engine explosion caught them. A sea of fire surrounded their ship, and for a brief moment, it seemed that the whole planetoid was blowing away. The blast tore off huge chunks from the longer arm, spreading them it all directions. Ice and gases flared out of the craters while the monster quickly spun out of control.

	The golden ships pressed on with their attack, deciding to finish it off. Soon, they reached the top of the dorsal armor and launched a wave of bombs through its holes. The huge blasts of the Sigian bombs were followed by strings of internal explosions.

	Kirk’an gave another order, and the destroyer left the battlefield. Some grays followed them in a desperate attempt to block their escape, but the Sigians nearby attacked with such ferocity that they had to abandon the hopeless idea. Anyway, as long as the grays were unable to fold a very large distortion front, they had no chance of keeping pace with the destroyer. 

	Behind them, the battle raged with renewed fury. The grays, despite their overwhelming numbers, started to crumble under the vicious assault. For a while, it seemed that the Sigians were about to win, but every moment, more and more grays reached the battlefield, opening fire as they arrived.

	The destroyer was running away from the battle at full speed when a huge explosion ripped the sky. The dying giant had just ended its active service in the enemy fleet, throwing millions of fragments—some as large as a warship—in all directions.

	Around the wreckage, the survivors were playing their deadly game. The grays launched wave after wave of tightly packed nukes, trying to guess where the yellow stripes would materialize. Sometimes, well-aimed Sigian charges found their marks, smashing the gray vessels into bits. 

	It wasn’t a battle anymore: the Sigians were all doomed, and they knew it. Despite this, none of them tried to break off but fought valiantly to take as many enemies with them as possible.

	The closest of the two planetoids arrived at the battle. This was the ship Gill saw when he first connected to the bracelet. The scattered charges launched at it ended up vaporized by the formidable defenses; meanwhile, its lenses fired green rays of huge intensity at the golden fleet. Almost every successful hit blasted a Sigian vessel into oblivion. 

	Despite the grays’ overwhelming power, for each ship they destroyed, they lost at least five. The battlefield filled with fragments of armor, ship frames, splinters, and colorful ice fragments sucked out of the broken tanks.

	Next, the grays tried to disable the largest Sigian vessel—a color stripe much brighter than the others but just as agile—the fleet node. An old Sigian surrounded by troops appeared on the screens: the fleet commander.

	“My brave soldiers,” the commander shouted, “we fought many battles together, but now the time has come to say good-bye. Whoever wants to surrender, feel free to do it. As for the rest of us, let’s show our enemies how the Sigians face their ending! Let’s charge once more, for the night’s coming!”

	The Sigians on Gill’s destroyer pressed their right fists over their mouths and blew guttural choeee sounds in his direction, after which the transmission ended. The node stopped jumping and turned toward the closest planetoid, even though the latter focused all available lenses on its bow. The impact depolarized both ships, and the Sigian node broke in half, its aft section drifting apart to join the smoldering wrecks floating around. Other Sigians jumped on their commander’s footsteps.

	The slaughter was quickly over. Thousands and thousands of survivors escaped from the twisted carcasses, flying toward the desert planet to join the fighting on the ground. The battle scene became a huge graveyard, stuffed with myriads of fragments, some still burning violently, fed by the oxygen that escaped from the broken tanks. From time to time, a wreck exploded, blasting a shock wave of gases and metal shards through the surrounding debris.

	The young cadet of the fleet command appeared on the screen.

	“Your way is free,” he exclaimed, half relieved, half terrified for the irreparable loss of their small fleet. “We’ve made it!”

	“How’s the situation there?” asked Kirk’an. 

	“Bad,” the cadet answered bitterly, “and soon, it’s going to be all over.”

	“Can we have some images?”

	A large city appeared on a display wall. It was none other than Sigia, the Sigian capital, spread between two large mountain plateaus in the middle of the desert. Some high-altitude clouds rolled on the dark sky.

	To everyone’s horror, they could see that the battle for the city had already begun. Thousands of lenses mounted on the buildings and in the canyons fired relentlessly at the sky, hitting the clouds with green beams. 

	And then they saw the huge bombers descending from the dense mist. Their sphere-shaped bows spilled hundreds of bright-orange hologuided bombs, able to smell their prey with deadly accuracy. The bombs plowed the canyons and the city itself, silencing the orbital defenses.

	The general chaos deepened when hundreds of thousands of flying vessels took off to avoid the bombing. They ran—but to where? No friendly city awaited them anymore. The blackness of space swallowed them one by one. In the distance, far from the city’s batteries, rows of fat transport ships descended from the clouds to unload the enemy troops. The horizon became red from the heavy fighting carried out across the planet. 

	The Sigians on the destroyer’s bridge stood speechless. They were witnessing the moment they most feared, the end of their civilization. The Sigian-Gill caught his head in his hands, a useless attempt to fight the pain.

	“Close the contact, we saw enough!” Kirk’an told them abruptly. “We have to carry on with our mission!”

	The transmission ended. An orange dot, which held everyone’s gaze, was all that was left on the display. 

	They were alone. For the first time, they were truly alone, the kind of loneliness that only the last members of a vanished world may experience. Their civilization was no more, and they had to rebirth it from the ashes of its defeat.

	“Change the course,” the commander ordered, pointing at the holographic map of the quadrant. “If they triangulated us, they’ll send a whole fleet this way.”

	The bracelet made another jump. The next memories seemed to be a prelude of another battle. A commotion started on the ship’s bridge, hurried soldiers dressing in their fight suits and activating their bracelets, even though there were no enemy ships in sight. 

	The reason for the ruckus was that they had entered a planetary system. Antyra! Gill’s hearts were beating wildly at the thought that he was about to see his world before Zhan’s arrival. Maybe he’d have the chance to glimpse Baitar Raman himself!

	“Mapu’s on screen,” exclaimed a Sigian, damping Gill’s excitement. 

	It appeared that Kirk’an had disobeyed Deko’s suggestion and picked Mapu. He wanted to hide under the tails of their enemies!

	They were flying above one of the poles, which was covered by a huge ice cap. He couldn’t see the details due to a high-altitude cloud layer concealing the planet’s surface, but as far as Gill could tell, it was an ocean world.

	“Is it a good idea to hide the destroyer on this world?” asked the bracelet bearer. If we meet the enemies on Antyra, we can’t fight them with the rescue modules!”

	“My concern is to hide the ark,” replied Kirk’an.

	“How are we going to hide the destroyer? We need a good hiding place, but easy to reach it later.”

	“My plan is very simple,” Kirk’an replied. “We don’t have time to hide it ourselves. We’re going to ask the natives to do it for us!”

	“Are you sure about this?” the bracelet bearer exclaimed, bewildered. “I thought the idea was to keep the place secret, not to show it to everyone!”

	“Our shields can’t emulate the frequency of the water, and we don’t know a suitable cave. Their muon probes will find it in the end. We have to shield it under bedrock to gain some time.”

	“So we just leave and let the primitives hide it?” asked another incredulous Sigian. 

	“Right! We’re going to pretend we are their gods. We’ll ask them to raise a hill over the destroyer and forget about it.”

	“Deko said their spies are here already!” exclaimed the bracelet bearer. “How can we—”

	“We’re going to fly in on the western continent, where the natives are still in the stone era. We’ll frighten them to keep the secret, and if we don’t make it back, they’ll forget everything in one generation.”

	“If we don’t come back, that won’t matter much,” mumbled the Sigian-Gill, still convinced they were making a huge mistake by leaving their greatest weapon buried on Mapu.

	The memories jumped again, this time to the known images of the Sigians lying under a canopy on top of a temple. Far from them, hidden by a thick cloud of dust, thousands of natives were carrying huge stone blocks, rolling them on logs, or pulling them with ropes made of wines, attempting to hide the golden destroyer in a hillside!

	Beyond the hills, he saw two small golden ships parked on the nearest shore of a large lake. Rescue modules, waiting to fly them to Antyra to meet the Rigulian ambassadors. 

	Finally, after one more pause, another star rose in the center of the screen.

	“Antyra!” exclaimed someone.

	His world, at last! And he didn’t have to wait to make his first discovery because the firewall was missing altogether! Antyra was once part of the myriads of stars anchored in the cold darkness. Perhaps the Sacred Book was right after all, and Zhan really closed their world inside the belly of Beramis when he punished them. Maybe that happened shortly after the Sigians reached Antyra. With a bit of luck, Gill was hoping to find the evidence in the memories of the artifact.

	His joy didn’t last long, though. Antyra’s star started to shiver on the main screen. Then, he realized the whole image was trembling. Are we attacked already? Gill worried. Yet the Sigians didn’t seem to notice the strange phenomenon… 

	To his surprise, some Sigian symbols appeared in the upper-left corner of his vision. Something was happening with the bracelet, he finally figured. A series of green fluorescent lines divided his vision into a grid, and then, without warning, a brutal twister sucked him out of the god’s memory.

	The bracelet awoke him without orders! As he wondered what might have happened, he heard a discreet knocking at the door frame. Alala! The artifact somehow detected her and stopped the dream! After a while, the female knocked again, a bit more insistently this time.

	“Come in,” he answered in a hoarse voice.

	Alala entered the room. She had dressed in a tight purple blouse made of synthetic scales, outlining the shape of her beautiful body. Although still fighting to regain his senses, he couldn’t miss the intense scent coming from her head spikes. It was a unique aroma, skillfully crafted to tingle his nostrils and wake up his instincts numbed by the madness of the last several hours.

	Then something unexpected happened: as she approached him, Alala nonchalantly opened her back pocket and let her tail free. And as if that wasn’t enough already, she wobbled it playfully from side to side, without the smallest trace of modesty.

	He felt his blood running to the top of his head spikes. What did she want from him? To let the tail free was a familiar gesture that said a lot. Of course, he could always be mistaken, but after a day like this, nothing could surprise him, not even the possibility that they’d end the evening in a passionate embrace with their tails coiled together, sunk in the scented fluff of her welcoming nest…

	Obviously, he wasn’t good at this. Deciding not to make a foolish mistake, he pretended he didn’t notice anything. Anyway, tradition required that the female took the first step if she was attracted by someone and desired to mate. Of course, lately, the traditions had begun to change, to the annoyance of the temples. But the old ritual demanded that she would approach the male and bow her head, offering her head spikes to be smelled. If the offer was accepted, the male woke them to life by blowing softly on them, then gently caressing them one by one with his wet lips.

	What a moment she found to play like that… Ernon, her “special” friend, lay crushed to death under a huge rock, and Gill felt a huge emptiness in his kyi after living the terrible fate of the Sigians. On top of that, he lost a dear friend, and the fabric of their world was unraveling. It definitely wasn’t the happiest moment to mate… 

	Despite the temptation, he intended to refuse. However, an unsettling thought pinched his tail: What if this is the last day of my life? What if the temples sniffed my tail?

	The legendary Laixan said in his greatest story, “Ten Nights in Zagrada”:

	Always in times of need, the Antyrans are consumed by the scents of passion. The touch of death has the gift to remind anyone how quickly their precious little life is fleeting, to push them into the arms of “here and now.” They become more alive in a day of war than in a whole age of peace. 

	After being almost blown into pieces twice in the same day by the Sigian bracelet, he was feeling the hunger of “being alive” growing inside him. He wanted to be alive, to feel his life flowing frantically through his veins. Maybe Alala was feeling the same way. Maybe she wanted to close the gap in her kyi, to fill it with his presence and stop looking back, at least for the moment. Maybe.

	“I wanted to check how you’re doing,” she said in a warm voice. “We’re on the brink of war, and you’re staying here alone. Let’s eat something!”

	The strange thing was that the green grid on his retinas didn’t disappear. He noticed that the rectangle framing the spot on which he focused his eyes always became thicker than the others. Looking at the window, he estimated that the rectangles ended at about fifty feet from him.

	He wanted to pull out the bracelet, but he couldn’t do it with Alala in the room. Maybe he should give it a mental order to disconnect? Still, the artifact proved smart enough to wake him when Alala knocked on the door. He was hopeful that it wouldn’t sink him in another dream without warning. The Sigians used the green lines for something. Maybe it would be a good thing to keep it activated and find the reason. He suspected that the bracelet had a bigger purpose than recording the memories of the owner.

	Gill tried to get off the nest, but he had to hold on to its edge, too dizzy to keep his balance. Without a word, Alala rushed to help him. Afraid that she might unwittingly touch the artifact through his clothes, he turned his left shoulder to her.

	“Are you sure you’re all right?” she asked, worried. “How bad did the blast hurt you?”

	“I’m fine! I’m fine! Just a bit hungry, that’s all,” he mumbled awkwardly.

	The female shook her head, little inclined to believe him.

	“Let me help you. After dinner, I’ll let you smell the seeds I’ve been working on for the last ten years. They’re close to perfection,” she said with a tempting smile, to cover her lack of modesty (the truth is that modesty had no place when the Antyrans talked about their aromas). “I’m sure you’re going to relax.”

	“I can hardly wait!” he exclaimed with fake enthusiasm. “What do we have for dinner?”

	“Pretty much nothing—what do you expect?” she chuckled. “I only know how to open a can. I hope you’re better than that; otherwise, we’ll die of boredom.” 

	Gill had a suspicion that their stay in the dome would by anything but boring. Even though cooking was not her main asset, she fully compensated with other qualities, he thought.

	“And we don’t have much food,” she continued with the bad news. “If we stay longer, you’ll have to provide. Go hunt some wild moulans to feed me,” she teased him.

	“Great idea! And how do I kill them? Oh, I know, I could run them down with my jet,” he replied ironically.

	“Yes! See? Excellent, you’re thinking of everything,” she exclaimed playfully.

	“In that case, I’m going to need a chaser to herd them. How’s your running?”

	“You need a chaser? I’ll give you chaser! Get down to eat!”

	“I hope you cooked the siclides well. You know they’re toxic if not boiled at least half an hour,” he said, pretending to be worried, although he was pretty sure they came from an instant can.

	“Go! Now!”

	Seeing his hesitating moves, she grabbed his left arm and helped him walk to the door, casually rubbing her tail along his thigh. A shiver of surprise rushed up his spine. Did she touch him on purpose? Anyway, she didn’t seem to notice the effect she had on him. Or maybe she was just playing with him. That wouldn’t be unheard of; after all, she was a female.

	The broth didn’t taste as bad as he feared it would. Actually, he would call it delicious, considering he hadn’t eaten for a whole day. Even before finishing his meal, the digestion overcame him. Weariness seeped into his bones like a river of molten lead. His tail became numb, which was a clear hint he had to go to sleep. He peeked in the other room to make sure Alala wasn’t looking at him, and he started to rub his tail. Seeing that it didn’t help much, he pulled its tip out of the back pocket and wobbled it vigorously from side to side to restore the blood flow. Unfortunately, it wasn’t his lucky day. Alala appeared suddenly in the doorstep, surprising him in the indecent posture.

	“Leave the food and come quickly!” she cried, agitated, seemingly without noticing his indecent wobbles. “Bad things are happening!”

	The center of Alixxor scrolled into view inside the large holotheater. All around the huge Shindam towers, the tide of a million Antyrans poured chaotically in all directions. The hologram was scanned from the air, probably from a flying jet. He immediately recognized the circular tower in the center and knew why she called him. Things were quickly unfolding on Alixxor, and not in a good way.

	The exalted crowd of tarjis, dressed in brown ritual clothes, was hopping around the fires lit near the Executive Tower, shouting taunts at the Shindam’s acronte29. They burned the inflatable furniture of the building, together with the collection of ancient manuscripts from the basement. Hundreds of years of history were turned into ashes under Gill’s horrified eyes, and nobody did anything to stop the disaster.

	In some places, even the Great Tower began to smoke heavily. Judging by the marks on its walls, the tarjis must have lit it several times, but each time, the building’s fire defenses overcame the fire. Now, finally, it seemed they had found a way to shut them down—the arson was about to succeed.

	Large bowls lay on every street corner, twirling their scented smoke around the columns of the tarjis. Gill had no doubt what kind of aromas the initiates poured over the hot embers. The tarjis’ killing mood (already triggered by Baila’s speeches) was surely inflamed by the hormones carried in the evening gushes of wind.

	The same news ran on most of the holofluxes, undoubtedly fallen into Baila’s claws.

	“We just heard that the council was arrested. The traitor Regisulben is hiding like a coward in a military base, along with some of the Shindam’s counselors. But rest assured: no one will escape our just punishment!”

	“No violence was reported,” said another initiate. “The tarjis took the power peacefully, under Zhan’s all-seeing eye.”

	The images were telling a different story, though. Despite the clumsy attempts of the temples to hide the truth, the holograms betrayed the brutality of their takeover. Here and there, ugly holes dotted the buildings, and plenty of bodies in civilian or military tunics could be seen lying on the pavement at the feet of the crowd. Certainly those who tried to resist were overwhelmed and silenced by the tarjis’ weapons. How could the temples arm them so quickly? Surely they were ready for such an opportunity!

	“Arghail is in Alixxor!” someone shouted in a booster shell. 

	“We’ll defeat him! We’ll defeat him!” the exalted crowd shouted back.

	The view switched to a hologram scanned from an even higher altitude. At first, they saw the Roch-Alixxor mountain range, and then the city itself. The resolution slowly increased over the capital. All around Alixxor, a perfect circle was taking shape, a living chain formed by tarjis dressed in red clothes, the sacred color of the fight against Arghail. Gill thought that only Baila had the right to dress like that, but now he saw legions of them wearing the color. Not only that, but they thrust a row of sacred rikanes30 into the ground in front of them. The holly wood had the weird property of becoming fluorescent red in contact with air, which made it even more valuable in the fight against Arghail. They hung painted banners of Zhan’s angry eye on their poles. Another smaller circle surrounded about half of the city blocks. Finally, two other circles were inside of it. The last ones were close to perfection, the tarjis keeping the chain linked regardless of the obstacles in their path. They even went so far as to climb on top of some tall towers just to keep the shape. Right in the center was the training base in western Alixxor, the one where the Sigian artifacts lay buried. Most of the tarjis were here, called by Baila to join the battle against the god of darkness.

	Barriers against Arghail. They were mere symbols, but they were worth more than standing armies because if some simple rikanes couldn’t dream of stopping the Shindam’s armored vehicles, the fact that they were carved out of murra made them a formidable obstacle. By assuming the title of fighters against Arghail, the tarjis condemned those who opposed them to fight under the banner of the “Ultimate Evil.” Arghail had to cross the sacred barriers to reach his offspring. If the Shindam’s soldiers would break the circles, they would serve the god of darkness and become his slaves for eternity. 

	This subtlety betrayed Baila XXI’s organizing skills. If the prophet hadn’t dressed the tarjis in red, the council may have had a chance to save itself. But now, with millions of fanatics in the city and the sacred barriers blocking any movement, the Shindam’s position became very precarious.

	“We just found a column of armored chameleons heading to Alixxor,” one of the initiates exclaimed in a worried voice. 

	A strong roar came from the crowd. Yet, not a single tarji broke ranks; on the contrary, they tightened their lines to sustain one another. 

	The hologram focused on a magneto-highway leading to the city, clogged by thousands of magneto-jets abandoned on the exit lanes. The security column was riding through an acajaa crop growing along the road. Because their camouflage was activated, the trail of orange-colored juice left behind was the only clue betraying their presence.

	“I don’t get it,” exclaimed Gill, puzzled. “They don’t realize they’re being followed from the air? Why isn’t anyone shooting the air-jet?”

	“Gill, the Security Tower’s burning! They can’t shoot anything while their tail’s on fire!” 

	The speedy column approached the first circle. Are they going to ram through? the worried Antyrans from the three inhabited worlds asked themselves.

	The chameleons reached the chain of bodies and apparently decided to charge through it, but the tarjis held their stance together without backing away a single inch.

	“Stop, on Zhan’s eye!” they shouted, fluttering their rikanes in the air in a threatening manner. “You shall not pass!”

	The vehicles arrived in front of the tarjis… and stopped. 

	The troops had neural inductors designed to control the motor centers of the Antyrans. At least in theory, they could order the unshielded tarjis to move out of their way if they wanted to. But the inductors remained silent, along with the other nonlethal weapons installed on the chameleons. The Shindam’s army had no intention of confronting the prophet and incurring Zhan’s wrath by hitting his sons.

	“The armors stopped,” Gill sighed. “Baila won!” 

	He could easily tell that some of the defenders were no ordinary tarjis. Their ranks were swelled by the assassins of the “Zhan’s Children”31 coria, who were much better armed and eager to die for the prophet. But that wasn’t all. The temples brought soldiers wearing reflective exoskeletons, positioned now on the tallest buildings. They had trained and armed a whole army right under the Shindam’s tail, without arousing the slightest suspicion! How hated was the Shindam’s Council, how angry became the Antyrans with their abuses if no one jumped to rescue them, if their own army abandoned them so quickly!

	The law of change… the threats hid in small changes, too small to trigger a reaction. For hundreds of years, the temples made some invisible steps; they planted myths—like the one of the red clothes. They sowed them and waited patiently to reap the benefits. After all, when did the story of the sacred garments emerge? No matter how hard he squeezed his prodigious archivist memory, he couldn’t remember any reference older than four hundred years. Baila XIV ruled on the “Meaning of Colors” during the Sixth Council of Mordavia. He sowed a seed, knowing all too well that a day would come when a whole army would be stopped by a simple color! Who knew what other things they had planted? No wonder the Shindam was annihilated so easily. The only remarkable thing was that it took them so long to do it. They wanted to be sure about the victory, and Tadeo offered them the perfect gift for that. 

	Everything revolved around Arghail and the secret base. If Baila could convince the Antyrans that the Shindam was guilty of “supreme heresy,” the war would end before it even began. Surely the acronte Regisulben would like to stop the tarjis from entering the buildings of the training base. Unfortunately, after the prophet’s incendiary speeches, all the Antyrans trained their eyes on the holograms of the collapsed tunnels. Baila XXI himself was holding his speeches perched in a large air-jet floating nearby. 

	The Shindam still controlled several holofluxes from other cities. But although the Antyrans expected a response from the council, they were quiet. What further proof was needed to convince everyone they were indeed guilty?

	Inside the security base, the underground fires started to die, starved of oxygen. Here and there, waves of soot and black smoke still burst from large cracks opened in the plastoceramic tiles paving the yard, resembling the fumaroles of a volcano about to erupt. 

	There was a great bustle in the courtyard, which was filled with the twisted debris of the buildings destroyed by the shock wave. The initiates were carrying pieces of debris, mangled bodies, and bits of equipment while the magneto-bulldozers were clearing a path to what seemed to be a secondary fire exit.

	Gill’s hearts skipped a couple of beats when he recognized the door: Baila’s agents found a way that could lead them to the Sigian skeleton crushed under the rock! He was now happy he had the precaution to take the bracelet—a few broken bones wouldn’t provide eloquent proof on the holofluxes, especially if most of the skeleton was turned into powder by the weight of the rock fallen on it…

	The red air-jet carrying Baila XXI “the Great”32 drifted over the heads of the tarjis gathered around the secret base. When it stopped, the prophet rushed triumphantly onto the floating platform, his face radiating joy and certainty, the likes of which the tarjis had never seen before.

	“My sons, I bring you the news you are all waiting for,” the prophet shouted through the holophone. “Our fighters have found the children of Arghail in the underground base!”

	The tarjis roared so loudly they forced him to interrupt his speech.

	“Soon, they’ll bring them to the surface. You have to be prepared,” Baila warned them. 

	Instinctively, the tarjis looked anxiously at one another to see if they were ready for the Battle of the World-Ending. They knew that as soon as the initiates brought the children of Arghail under the starlight, the corruption would touch anyone who saw them, and if they proved too weak to oppose it, they’d become slaves of the evil god for eternity.

	“But before you see your enemy, I have to put you to a test,” Baila said, sighing. “Zhan left us the symbol of darkness for safekeeping. My children! I hid the heavy burden from your eyes to protect you, but from now on, I can do it no more. You may thank the Shindam for this!” he screamed.

	And then, without delay, he jerked his hands up to raise a large flexi-display over his head: it was a black star with three curved rays—identical to the one painted on Gill’s bracelet. Crying out in horror, hundreds of thousands of Antyrans dropped to the ground, bowing their heads in the dust to shield their eyes. And so did the ones watching the holofluxes from the comfort of their domes. The corrupting power of the symbol was equally strong, regardless of the distance. 

	“Don’t hide,” shouted Baila. “It’s your burden, and you have to face it!”

	They slowly raised their terrified eyes to look at the frightening symbol, whispering Zhan’s name to protect them from the terrible ordeal.

	How could they find them so fast? thought Gill, stunned by the news. It defied any trace of logic.

	The prophet touched his ear, listening to a hidden microphone.

	“Our sons found the chariot of Arghail,” he said, laughing and in good spirits. “They also found fourteen abominations and six bracelets tainted by the touch of darkness.”

	“Six bracelets?” exclaimed Gill, confused.

	And then he understood. Tadeo said he found six bracelets… and one was on Gill’s arm. The prophet had no way of finding all of them! When he realized the truth, he burst into convulsive laughter until he ran out of air.

	Once he regained his breath, he exclaimed, “What a stinky lie! He didn’t find anything!”

	“How can you be sure about that?” Alala asked, surprised. “You know something no one else does, to say such things?”

	“I was there!”

	“You told me the blast got you at the surface,” she said, frowning. “At least now will you tell me what really happened?”

	In the next instant, he felt his head spikes ruffle, and his mood sank. “You know something no one else does?” she had asked. Well, he knew that Regis was intoxicated by the biggest lie in history, and along with him, the whole Antyran population. Baila had nothing, nothing at all! The bracelet on Tadeo’s arm exploded, not something else. The whole bunker caved in, and no one would get inside for many months. And no artifact had escaped destruction, except the one on his arm.

	Maybe the prophet would “forge” some evidence—after all, it wouldn’t be too hard for his initiates to print a couple of plastoceramic fakes and bring them to the surface as proof of “Arghail’s tools,” but they wouldn’t pass a simple tomographic scan.

	“I have to return to Alixxor and find the acronte!” he told Alala.

	“What?” she exclaimed, stunned. “That’s… you’re going to get yourself killed! Why do you have to do it?”

	“You see, I’m the only one who knows the truth. I have to warn Regis!”

	“But what if Baila is right? What if they found what he says? Maybe the artifacts were in a different place than you think, maybe—”

	“He’s lying! But he’s lying for the last time!” He slammed his fist into his palm, as if crushing an invisible licant.

	“Don’t go! I’m afraid for your life,” she said, kneading her hands, helpless, while brown droplets gushed out of her temples. “I have no one left.”

	“Alala, look, I’ll be back in no time.”

	“Please wait for a few more hours. What if the tarjis bring out the artifacts? I’m sure everything will get sorted out,” she said softly and took his left arm, tenderly nesting her body next to his. “You really don’t care about me?”

	Could it be that she likes me? the exciting thought burst into his kyi, ruining his last traces of inner peace. And it wasn’t like he didn’t care about her… on the contrary! He felt more and more he could trust her. For the first time, he saw her as vulnerable, completely changed from her usual coldness. He felt lost in her deep eyes, deeper than the blue Orizabia Ocean, and became convinced that together they would overcome any problem.

	Everything was happening so fast…

	“Alala, I lied to you,” he finally admitted. “The blast caught me underground, and nothing survived but me. Nothing! Do you think the tarjis found the six bracelets? Well, there is only one left, and it’s right here!” he said, rolling up his right sleeve and showing her the Sigian artifact.

	Alala left his arm and jerked back, frightened, as if his touch suddenly electrocuted her.

	“What’s… that?” she babbled.

	He turned to the door and ran out of the room.

	“Nothing will happen to me, I promise,” he said, trying to comfort her while jumping to the stairs, hurrying to get his magneto-jet keycard and a warm tunic from the scented shelf where he left them. 

	As he stormed the stairs to leave the building, he heard Alala’s voice: “Gill, come here for a moment.”

	He stepped into the room and found her near the holotheater, typing something on its transparent console.

	“Let’s talk when I’m back, all right?” he replied in a hurry.

	“I have to tell you something,” she said, her face beaming with happiness.

	His eyes widened, surprised that she didn’t get the enormity of the stakes. Time was of the essence if he really hoped to change something!

	“Don’t go—someone wants to talk to you!” Alala insisted.

	“Alala, I really—”

	In that moment, Baila’s hologram appeared in the holotheater. It couldn’t be a live transmission; the prophet was hovering in an air-jet above the Shindam’s base. Why would Alala show him a recording just now? He was about to ask for an explanation when he saw the little green light flashing. In that moment, a silent scream roared in his kyi: it wasn’t a holoflux but a direct call—from none other than the prophet!

	“Alala, what have you done? You… are… you betrayed us!” he managed to splutter before the sky fell on him, crushing his helpless shell. His knees melted, and he had to prop up against the wall to keep standing on his feet.

	He finally saw the deadly trap he fell into, but it was far too late to do anything. During the madness of their escape from Alixxor, the rush to save the bracelet blinded his Guk-smell. Ikkla33 didn’t help him a bit, if only because it never crossed his tail to invoke it on Alala. The Antyran female was a spy of the temples. She brought him here to “mate” with him and steal his secrets! But she didn’t even have to bother. Like a fool, like a beginner seduced from the first touch, he made her task easy by showing her the artifact. Now he knew how the hologram of Tadeo had landed in Baila’s claws, along with all the details of the discovery. That’s why she was late this morning! She was busy relaying a copy of Tadeo’s report to the domes. The end of the Shindam’s Council, along with all the madness outside, was her masterpiece!

	I’m so dead! he thought. I’m going to end up in one of their catacombs… my poor, rotting bones scattered in the dust. Of course, after they pluck out all the details!

	How naïve he was to believe he could fight Baila and escape alive!

	“My dear son, how happy I am to finally meet you! Alala told me about you,” the prophet exclaimed jovially, opening his arms as if he wanted to hug him.

	He was speaking with the tone of a father greeting his son who had returned from an expedition to the icy end of the world. Gill didn’t say anything, too shocked by what was happening, but he found enough strength to raise his head and briefly look into Baila’s eyes.

	He addressed me with “My dear son.” Is he mocking me, or does he indeed have no intention of ending my life? Maybe he needs my collaboration, Gill thought, hanging desperately on the last possibility—his only chance of survival, at least for a few more miserable days.

	“Our daughter brought us the wonderful news; we were waiting for an eternity!” continued Baila. “And for me, eternity really means a lot,” he smiled, waving his recessive gills. “I know, I know,” he said, raising his hand to stop the words on Gill’s lips. “You’re a bit upset; I can smell it on your face. Our methods haven’t been the most sincere.”

	The prophet made a sign to invite him to sit in the double nest in front of the holotheater, but Gill wasn’t sure he could walk to the middle of the room without falling. He decided to cling to the wall and try to hide the uncontrollable shaking of his body.

	Only then did he notice that the prophet was talking from inside a massive underground granite hall. Shouldn’t he be in the air-jet near the training base? There’s probably a hologram in that jet, he realized. That would fit well with Baila’s paranoia. After all, he wasn’t going to expose himself in a flying tin at the mercy of the Shindam’s orbital lasers—not that they would find someone brave enough to press a button…

	“We need your help against the Shindam. If Arghail wins, he won’t conquer only Antyra, but he’ll invade the holy nest of the gods up in the sky!”

	“Mighty Baila, I see that… you do very well without me. The council ran away; you took control. Why do you need my help?” He barely mumbled the words. It was a stupid question that most likely jeopardized his already minuscule chance of survival, but he had to ask it.

	“Gill, don’t be modest. Alala told me about the bracelet, so you don’t have to hide it anymore. I know everything. I speak to you because I need it. I must have it.” 

	Even though he wasn’t sure if Baila really intended to spare his life or if he was just biding time until his agents reached the dome—if they were not already there, since the “recreation dome” must have been one of their hideouts—Gill knew he had no choice but to obey. Appeasing Baila could keep him alive, although he would blame himself for the rest of his life for betraying the Sigians. At least he’d be alive to be able to feel bad about it. After all, he should consider himself incredibly lucky that Baila bothered to address him in person, which was an honor that few Antyrans dreamed of, especially the archivists.

	He would have liked to have the tail to ask for guarantees, to negotiate conditions, but he wasn’t that kind of Antyran, and it didn’t seem a particularly smart idea to annoy the prophet with petty talk. Therefore, he tried to pull the bracelet off his arm. Still uncertain if he would be able to hand it over, he wanted to test his reactions to find out if he was coward enough to do it. Come on, you idiot, give it faster! his cells screamed from the top of their membranes. We want to live!

	But his left arm hung motionless along his body, as if it was made of neutronium. He tried again, somewhat more determined that the first time. Still nothing. His own limbs didn’t listen to his preservation instinct, which for the first—and probably the last—time in his life proved too weak to save his tail. He sighed, partly relieved and partly terrified, realizing that he just signed his death warrant. The Sigians won. He wouldn’t betray them that easily, even if his life would be forfeit.

	Strangely, now that he passed the test, he didn’t feel so afraid anymore. His whole body numbed, falling into a kind of trance. You can’t give a whole world like a bowl of siclides, a worried voice whispered in his kyi, a voice he didn’t recognize as his own.

	He had the feeling he was looking at himself from the outside, as if someone much braver took control of his kyi, as if the Sigian god was still living inside, begging him to fight for their lost civilization.

	Of course, he knew he was alone—the god vanished when Alala burst into his room. But he didn’t leave altogether: the Sigian left the mark of despair imprinted in his kyi, and Gill realized he’d never escape of it. Never, no matter how many days he had to live.

	So instead of gratefully accepting the prophet’s request, he surprised himself by speaking with a suicidal courage he never dreamed of being capable of.

	“Sorry, but the bracelet is not for taking.”

	“Are you mad?” Alala shouted, appalled. “Do you realize that—”

	Baila made a sign to silence her.

	“Allow me one more word because Antyra’s fate depends on your decision!” he barked with a glimpse of fury in his eyes, quickly hidden under a fake smile.

	Gill hesitated for a moment, undecided if he should run away or listen what the prophet had to say.

	“We’re not going to harm you,” continued Baila.

	Gill threw an incredulous look at him.

	“That’s the truth, Gill. Not because we don’t want to. Let’s skip the veiled words and skillful smell-talk: we can’t afford to touch you. We need your help more than anything, to avoid losing another bracelet—maybe the last one!”

	“You lost another bracelet?” he exclaimed, stunned by the revelation.

	“Yes,” the prophet admitted angrily, clenching his fists. “It was the most unfortunate accident. We were so close, and then we lost everything. But today, after hundreds of years, I’m finally hopeful—”

	“This is all very interesting,” he said, cutting into the prophet’s speech without bothering to hide his hostility, “but no matter how much I enjoy our little conversation, I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

	“I’m going to tell you the biggest secret of the gods! Why do you think they locked the Antyrans inside the firewall? As a punishment for their mortal sins, as it was written in the dogma? No, Gill, the truth is that Arghail’s children took shelter on Antyra, and Zhan had to raise the wall to keep them trapped. For one thousand two hundred and fifty years, the gods left us as hostages, imprisoned by flames, along with their greatest enemy!”

	Too bad the tarjis can’t hear you; they’d rip you to pieces for such a blasphemy, he thought bitterly. But Baila’s revelation was every bit as extraordinary as the other things found that day; Gill thought he was the only one who knew the story of the Sigians, yet Baila knew it as well! Or rather, a small part of it. The prophet obviously had no idea who the Sigians were and what fate they had suffered. He even dared to call them “Arghail’s children”—an evilness he couldn’t fathom after touching the kyi of the bracelet bearer.

	 “Let’s say I believe you,” he said instead, smiling bitterly. “Still, that doesn’t change anything.”

	“Yes, it does, Gill. You see, my son, I don’t want the bracelet; I have no use for it. But the gods demand it. They need it. You have to give it to them!” he ordered, thrusting his claws at him like a hungry guval.

	Gill shuddered, as if Baila’s immaterial hologram was somehow able to materialize in the room and grab his bracelet.

	“I see what’s on your kyi, my child,” continued Baila with an unctuous voice. “You work for the Shindam, and you think its salvation lies in your hands. But be realistic! Ulben is lost, and you’re wasting your time on his tail!”

	Like an evil oscillator, the cold reality threatened to throw him again in the pit of despair. After all, he had a ridiculously small chance of reaching Regisulben alive. You’ll die in vain, a coward voice whispered in his ears. His preservation instinct was still halfheartedly begging him to find a way to stay alive. 

	Shut up! he yelled at the storm of thoughts raging inside his kyi. I’m not afraid of you, he thought, looking straight at Baila. I’ll reach Regisulben and tell him how to defeat you, even if I have to drink the water of death to find him!

	Without hesitation, he turned his back to the holotheater and walked to the doorstep.

	“Maybe you hope your bracelet will change something, but I ask you: What are you going to do when the skies open and the wall of fire disappears? Who’s going to listen to your story when Zhan arrives at my call?” Baila shouted glacially, his voice filled with undisguised hate.

	“I’ll see then, Your Greatness. I’ll see then,” he whispered, more to himself.

	He rushed out of the room, suddenly worried that Alala might use a portable inductor34 on his tail. But she did nothing to stop him. 

	It seemed he had escaped… until a guttural mumble resembling a hungry moulan eating from an abundant gattar hit his ears. 

	“Ha purru si nanweg aga nyi,” it said. 

	He instinctively turned his eyes toward the holotheater, and he froze again—because for the second time in that day, the creature in front of his eyes didn’t belong to the Antyran world! On the verge of losing his smell, he understood the enormity of the consequences. The gods are already here!

	A weird holo-creature was walking in front of the prophet, even though there was no holotheater to hold it. And along with the apparition, a huge artificial cave dug in granite bedrock became visible, entangled with Baila’s hideout. It seemed that the alien holo-device had troubles balancing the depth impression, because it projected part of the god’s cavern inside the large wall behind the prophet. The whole mix-up created the illusion that the prophet was in the same room with the creature, despite the obviously non-Antyran scanning technology and its granular red-gray shades added for a hallucinatory effect. It was an alien hologram meant for a different visual range than theirs!

	The god was short, even shorter than Baila, and didn’t look like anything Gill had seen before—not even remotely. The scrawny creature gave an impression of surreal fragility, greatly emphasized by his whitish-gray skin dotted with purple veins—hard to tell if that was their normal color or just a scanning artifact.

	The only things adorning his oddly shaped head, bulged out above his eye sockets and positioned on a long, wrinkled neck, were three shiny symbols—or maybe metallic implants—glimmering on the skin above his left eye.

	His flattened face, on the other tail, was endowed with a large mouth, full of conical, yellow teeth surrounded by protruding excrescences. A transparent breathing tube came out of the vertical cleft he had in the middle of his face. It was connected to a second, thicker tube that ran horizontally just above the mouth, leading in turn to a device hidden on his back. The god was jerkily breathing a mixture of brown vapors, leaving behind a lingering cloud, hardly miscible with the air of the cavern. The vapors stained the skin of his face in a thin, glossy stripe, all the way from his uni-nostril to the forehead.

	A pair of long arms dangled awkwardly from the torso, giving the impression that the alien had no idea what to do with them. The legs were hidden from view by a yellow, tubular fabric sewn from an unknown material, reaching down his calves. Or maybe her calves? From what he had seen so far, Gill wasn’t sure about the creature’s sex, if it even had one. Probably a male would be more appropriate, considering his ugliness, although Gill was pretty sure the gods found the Antyrans equally unattractive.

	When the creature got closer, he lifted his dress and fell on the floor, bending his right knee in front of him. Only then did Gill notice that some skins were dangling from his arms like grotesque flight membranes. On closer examination, the skins proved to be simple hangings without ligaments to strengthen them into something useful.

	Probably thinking that his weirdness wasn’t shocking enough, the thing bowed his head on the extended foot and stretched his arms around it, as if he was hatching his own knee. After a brief moment, he rose in a smooth motion and walked on as if nothing happened—a heap of jellylike, trembling nodules becoming visible under the skin of his legs.

	The bowing seemed so fluid and natural, despite its strangeness, that Gill found it hard to believe it was real and not just his imagination.

	Gill couldn’t help but notice the god’s large, translucent eyes, completely colored in a blue-purple hue, dotted by a delicate yellow and black radial pigmentation. Although extremely bulged, they seemed surreally immobile, frozen between the wrinkles of his face. Strange, indeed, because—at least in theory—they should have had a great deal of freedom. The large, shriveled eyelids kept them moist all the time, giving them an oily appearance; the eyelids only moved from the bottom up when their owner blinked.

	The hologram didn’t seem to notice Baila but was speaking to Gill!

	Soon, it became apparent that the god was in fact talking to an invisible companion whose voice wasn’t rendered. Surely the latter was also watching the hologram and understood the strange language.

	Is this how the gods look? he asked himself, convinced that he knew the answer all too well. The Sacred Book didn’t describe their appearance, but the Antyrans always assumed they were made in the gods’ image. Well, it seemed they were terribly mistaken; what he was seeing didn’t have the slightest resemblance to the Antyran species. If Zhan looked like the creature in front of him, the tarjis had to repaint all their flags—the god lacked the vertical iris of the Antyrans, which they could conveniently stretch when they were angry. The whole eye of the god was an oversized iris.

	The god was dragging his feet on the stone floor of a gigantic base carved in a mountain, reverberating long echoes throughout the cave. As more and more of the base materialized inside the prophet’s hall, several gray vessels appeared behind the creature. Sigia’s enemies! The ships were small but undoubtedly had the same design as the destroyers Gill had seen in the bracelet’s memory.

	The very gods who closed Antyra inside the firewall were the enemies of the Sigians, just as he already suspected! And Baila didn’t lie when he said he could call the gods when he wanted. The hunt for the Sigian destroyer continued after more than 1,250 years, and this time, he was the prey!

	“Now you believe me, Gill?” His Greatness reproached him. “You’re looking at one of Zhan’s sons!”

	He again quelled the feeling of remorse for refusing the prophet’s offer. He sensed the Sigian writhing inside his head at the very thought of betraying them. We touched, and his kyi is part of me now. The mythical Azaric once said: “To see is to change. But more than that, to see is to change yourself.” And he saw a deadly secret, which changed him for the rest of his life.

	For a brief moment, he thought that the god was talking in Antyran because he could suddenly understand the creature’s words. But when he watched his lips, it became obvious that some unknown device was translating the strange babbling as it was spoken. How did the god receive the words of his invisible companion? Then he saw a small metallic disk glued to a wrinkled area at the base of the skull, although he didn’t notice any hearing lobe. The creature had no gills, but despite this shortcoming, his kind had managed to evolve some sort of hearing directly through the skin. The comparative anatomy will have to wait for another day, if that’s ever going to come, he thought bitterly.

	When the god spoke again, his hasty words betrayed a fanatical desire to serve unconditionally.

	“They didn’t say their plans, but they’ll be back soon,” he said in a rush. “The other ships are waiting here,” he said, pointing to the bottom of the cavern. “Do you give the order of attack?” He listened for the answer, then continued: “If the temples lose the war, if would be hard for us to hide from the Antyrans. The rebels are becoming bolder by the day!”

	The god was waiting obediently for a new message. Gill understood, however, that his petrified face was in fact a chimera thrown over a whirling, deep ocean. He barely saw the god for a few moments, yet he already sensed the truth: somewhere, at great depths, lay the shores of fear embedded there since time immemorial, a fear that turned him into the unliving creature in front of his eyes. He couldn’t tell how he knew this, but it was no mere illusion. An Antyran was rarely mistaken about such things, especially a disciple of the ancient caste Guk35 for smell-and-kyi like himself. Maybe the smell gave the god away, even though nothing of the creature’s flavor could reach him from a hologram. 

	Like most Antyrans, Gill was able to turn the images into aromas to smell them—and they spoke volumes about the appearance in front of him. Or maybe the eyes, something inside his abyssal looks, betrayed him that he wasn’t entirely devoid of feelings as he appeared, although they were locked in an unreachable corner of his kyi…

	“I’m the ninety-eighth avatar, and we never saw them in all our stored memories,” he exclaimed. “But we know their description from the slaves.”

	The creature paused again, listening to another order.

	“Yes, Your Greatness, we’ll cancel the scouting, and nobody goes out anymore,” he said, for the first time moving his eyes independently from the rest of his head. “Great Baila, may I show you the coordinates from the satellite? There’s little time left in case you change your wish—”

	Great Baila? Since the prophet was in his hall and obviously not part of the conversation, it could only mean Gill was watching a hologram recorded in the past, and the creature addressed whichever Baila lived at the time of scanning! What kind of rebels was he talking about? Could it be the Kids’ War, the only time in the post-Raman history when the “rebels” challenged the power of the temples?

	What surprised Gill most was the humble appearance of the god: definitely not the right stance when speaking with an Antyran, be it the prophet himself! Baila was giving orders to one of Zhan’s children? That was beyond any imaginable heresy!

	Even worse, he began to suspect that the alien in front of him wasn’t really alive. The tone of his speech, his gestures—or rather, the lack of them—his looks, reminded Gill of the artificial intelligences. The AI jet drivers and the food handlers were twins of the creature, born from the same printer—except that the alien seemed to have even fewer feelings than them. The god was an automaton of flesh and bones. Even if he was hatched from a male and a female of his species, he couldn’t experience the independence of a real kyi; his purpose was to serve.

	The alien touched a cube made of black stone reaching up to his waist, and the block woke up to life. A translucent miniature hologram bordered by strange symbols rose above the stone; it was a map, on which the creature picked a place.

	After a few moments, the godly base and everything inside disappeared from the prophet’s hall, replaced by a familiar sight scanned from orbit. Gill immediately recognized the Roch-Alixxor mountain range. Judging by the hue of the acajaa fields on the horizon, it had to be close to the harvest time. The ice tongues of the famous glaciers reached much farther downhill than he remembered—another proof that the hologram had to be hundreds of years old. No doubt, from the times of the Kids’ War, which happened 652 years ago!

	Although the alien was gone, his voice could still be heard.

	“The news didn’t reach Alixxor yet to ruin their morale, and Olgarh already launched the attack through the western pass. And the problem’s right here,” the god exclaimed. “They were found by the rebel scouts.”

	The image followed a huge alpine valley flanked by steep walls, at least three miles high, traversed by a massive glacier on which tens of thousands of soldiers were marching uphill.

	Several large infantry units were closely followed by packs of slingers mounted on battle moulans, their tail spikes covered in sharp metal sheaths. Some of the giant animals carried huge siege weapons, while others had long poles with metal spikes fitted on their sides, to break the enemy ranks during frontal assaults.

	Their banners representing Zhan’s angry eye were waving in the harsh, freezing wind of the vardannes, which covered their armor and weapons in a thick crust of ice. The temple column was on its way to attack the rebel-held city of Alixxor!

	In front of the army, a row of pathmakers had laid wooden bridges over the large crevasses opened in their path. The rickety decks cracked and creaked from all their joints at the hurried passing of the bloodthirsty horde. Sometimes, the icy whirls of a turbulent river flowing deep under the glacier could be glimpsed in the purple abyss of the crevices. 

	Suddenly, a light shimmered on a nearby cliff, quickly followed by another one across the valley. One by one, other lights joined the chatter. Before long, a storm of signals lit the summits along the path while the army in the valley marched on, entirely oblivious that its moves were closely watched from great heights.

	The eye in the sky reached the line of the pathmakers, and then it slowly drifted over the narrow valley unfolding in front of them. After several large curves, it reached a large depression opened in the right wall. In that very place, the glacier turned left toward the jagged slopes of a nearby peak, while the path followed a large valley bordered by gentle hills leading down to the wondrous Alixxoran plains. Far away, at the horizon, the top of the pyramids and the towering crowns of the murra trees could be seen above the purple mist like the magical islands of a warm, peaceful ocean.

	A few more steps, just a few more, and nothing would remain between the sharp steel of their sarpans and the city of the Eternal Pyramids! The rebel capital would fall, ending the bloody war…

	The eye in the sky moved back to the ice tongue, stopping at the right wall of the valley. It changed its spectrum and swept the ice diligently in search of something: the snow was still white, but thousands and thousands of red spots became visible under it. Thermal targets, some small, others large—a whole army was buried under the snow, completely hidden, waiting to ambush the temple soldiers!

	Gill felt the excitement surging to the tip of his tail, for he was seeing the battle of the Klikoh Glacier, the turning point of the rebellion that saved the Antyrans from Baila’s rule! A rebellion that eventually became the Shindam’s dictatorship…

	 

	Without warning, the canyon disappeared, and the hologram of the godly cavern crashed again into Baila’s great hall. At first, Gill thought that the base was empty, but then he saw the god shaking uncontrollably in a corner while he listened to a new message in the neck implant. The god’s eyes became reddish, his cheekbones taking on the same jellylike consistency of the feet nodules. His original inertia melted away, despite his inner struggle to keep calm and cold. All his anxieties, so carefully hidden until then, burst open like a horde of unstoppable guvals.

	Before Gill had a chance to realize what was happening, a strange vibration whipped the air, greatly amplified by the giant cavern. In a couple of seconds, the source became visible: a ship appeared on the right side of the hologram, landing in front of the others. This was perhaps the missing party the god had talked about earlier.

	“Great Baila, your sons returned from the Mordavia temple with wonderful news!” the god exclaimed, deeply agitated. “Give us your light, to all of us who honored the seal of the covenant!”

	The words took Gill by surprise. Ikkla, the nostril of the inner kyi, woke up with a painful awareness of their meaning, wrinkling his head spikes. “Give us your light, to all of us who honored the seal of the covenant!” was a ritual saying of the Inrumiral narrative, and he just heard it coming from the mouth of a god! The newly acquired insight dispelled his awe rather brutally: Antyra’s Book of Creation Inrumiral wasn’t written by the grays to “convince” the Antyrans to worship them as their gods—they actually believed in the same religion! Suddenly, the humility of the creature in front of the prophet and his use of ritual phrases made perfect sense. But then… who’s Baila? Who are the gods of the gods?

	“The cloning line is valid,” the hologram of the god mumbled in a low voice, more to himself, while his eyes shimmered and twitched in the muffled fight to regain his unliving rigidity. 

	The god became speechless, overcome by emotion. After a brief moment of confusion, in which he apparently didn’t know what to do, he fell on the floor, bending his right knee in front of him. He rested his head on his thigh and covered it with his skin hangings. 

	This time, though, he didn’t rise up. He dropped like a lifeless object, like a bizarre trophy from another world, becoming part of the rock, as dead and cold as the gray heart of the stone. Maybe he died, thought Gill. The possibility didn’t surprise him at all, coming from such a strange creature. After all, he knew of a few Antyran animals capable of dying from a good scare.

	A group of aliens dressed in rubberlike suits emerged from the ship, this time looking very much alive, despite the deadly glare in their eyes.

	Gill couldn’t help but wonder if they belonged to a different, albeit related, species because as fragile was the first creature, as big and strong were the newcomers. They had muscular arms and legs, without the slightest trace of skin hangings or jelly nodules. On the other tail, their heads were not nearly as large; in fact, they looked funnily small on their oversized bodies, although they had the weird bulge above their eye sockets. And another small detail: they were identical!

	When they saw the first god lying on the floor, they turned their surprised eyes toward Gill and sped up their steps. As soon as they reached the body, they stopped and bent their heads in submission. That was all. No lying down, no hatching knees… not that they would have been able to do it even if they wanted to, judging by the girth of their legs.

	The creatures didn’t seem to care about the “fallen god” at their feet. One of them touched the disk glued on his neck.

	“Great Baila, the protocol has been activated!” he said, spitting the news in a hurry. “We found a Sigian mummy with a bracelet on his arm!”

	Gill couldn’t see how Baila IX received the news, but surely he was searching for the Sigian artifacts with at least the same fervor as his current successor, Baila XXI—so it must have pleased him greatly. And indeed, it seemed that the mood of their invisible host suddenly improved because everyone—save for the body lying on the floor—raised their heads and grinned broadly.

	“Five days ago, the rebels ambushed a column north of Odert River, and many tarjis died, Your Greatness. The temples had to take the enemy outpost in Samarrin to make sure it would never happen again. The siege was short and bloody. After the battle, a prisoner led them to a secret vault in the basement of the main tower, where he showed them the Sigian!”

	Some Sigians died on Antyra I, too, realized Gill, not surprised by the news. After all, two ships left Mapu, and Tadeo only discovered one.

	“An ancestor of the prisoner had found the mummy on the bottom of a crevasse, almost a hundred years ago. Since then, they kept it hidden in the tower.”

	What a huge mistake Kirk’an made, to abandon the destroyer on Mapu! Instead of meeting the Rigulians, they ended their lives buried in ice caverns or ripped apart by enemy lasers on Antyra II. And Raman’s world didn’t fare much better, either: the great ancient cities were turned to ashes, with Baila I becoming the new ruler of the Antyrans.

	“The three Antyran guardians of the code brought the remains to the Mordavia Temple. As soon as we got the signal, we took off to recover them.”

	“May we show it to you?” another god dared to ask.

	They turned and ran back toward the ship, followed faithfully by the holoscanner even after they climbed aboard. Gill got a glimpse of a highly irregular ovoid room with bulged walls, curved inward up to the ceiling, apparently made of a moist, organic material. They walked through another irregular opening, and right in the middle of the room, there was a floating platform bathed in a milky light. Five “cerebral” creatures were swarming around it. Needless to say, all of them were identical to the first creature.

	The remains of a Sigian, dressed in what appeared to be an almost-intact orange battle suit, were laid on the table. His bones were covered with patches of paperlike dry skin, his skull still holding a few scattered tufts of white hair.

	But the most fascinating thing was on his right forearm: a golden bracelet! 

	“This is it!” exclaimed an awestruck god, walking to the table.

	The five “cerebrals” turned to the holoscanner and made a deep bow. Then, without a word, one of them carefully removed the bracelet from the mummy’s arm and froze, apparently unable to grasp that he was holding it in his hands. After a few moments, he slowly came back to his senses and walked to another translucent table floating nearby.

	Their excitement didn’t last long, though, because as soon as the creature left the bracelet on the table, a deafening buzz burst into the lab. Gill couldn’t hide a satisfied grin, knowing all too well what was about to happen. The aliens knew it too—or at least suspected it—because they started to squirm uselessly while their nodule-ridden faces deformed even more. In the end, one of them found enough courage to grab the bracelet from the table, turning it on all sides.

	“I don’t understand,” the cerebral being whined. “Your Greatness, the information was wrong… It got activated even without wearing it. What shall we do now?”

	“The base is doomed! The ships have to leave now!” shouted one of the “muscle heads,” suddenly awoken from surprise and proving in a rather vocal manner that he, too, was able to use his synapses. He jumped at the closest holo-display to warn the other starships hidden in the cavern.

	The gods were waiting in silence, gazing at the deadly bracelet whose buzz doubled in intensity. A few began to whisper something in a dull hum while others ran at a translucent display to get the ship out of the cave. In a moment, the engine’s deafening sound roared again.

	It seemed, though, that they didn’t have enough time to make it; a blinding flash followed in an instant. The godly hologram imploded in a sphere of light, which slowly shrank into a shiny dot. Then it disappeared altogether, under the prophet’s grieving eyes.

	“The gods died, and we lost Antyra,” he wailed.

	So that was the untold story of the Kids’ War! The gods hid on Antyra, inside the distortion, until they got killed by the Sigian artifact they hunted so feverishly. “The history is never what it seems to be,” the great aromary Laixan wisely said. Everything was related to everything else; life throughout the whole universe, animated by its seemingly chaotic laws, was in fact a tumbling waterfall of interconnected events; the smallest lever presses in unexpected places changed the destiny of other civilizations—a supersymmetry principle in action. Gill had witnessed an avalanche of interplanetary consequences.

	“Why didn’t the gods reveal themselves to the Antyrans when the Kids’ War started?” Gill voiced his curiosity. “They could have stopped the riots on the first day.” 

	“Baila IX was blinded by pride. He thought he could win without their help.”

	“It would have cost him nothing to do it,” he exclaimed.

	“You don’t understand! The gods can’t… cross the wall as they please,” the prophet said with difficulty, aware that he uttered another huge blasphemy. “Baila thought it could take hundreds of years to find a bracelet. Who knows what the inquiring kyis of the unbelievers might have discovered about them in the meantime, had they known the secret of their presence here.”

	“And our science gets better by the day,” Gill grinned. “If the creatures hadn’t died, we might have detected them by now.”

	“Baila IX considered this small detail when he decided that the gods had to stay hidden,” the prophet said, noticing Gill’s sarcasm. “But his biggest mistake was to forbid them to attack the rebels on Klikoh. They could have bombed them from orbit without fear of being seen or smelled, and the starships wouldn’t have been surprised by the blast inside the base.”

	Once more, the hologram of the glacier popped up in Baila’s hall.

	“Baila IX was left alone with the godly tools,” the prophet said, sighing. “No Antyran was allowed to see them, not even the three Mordavian protectors of the code. And so, the prophet became a simple spectator of his fall from power, unable to turn the tides of the war… unable to turn around the eye of the satellite stuck forever on the same valley.”

	The temple soldiers reached the last stretch of the glacier. Here, the rugged path was crossed by countless crevasses and seracs, which soon brought their advance to a halt despite the best efforts of the pathmakers. And it was happening near the hill where the thermal shadows were waiting in ambush…

	With their narrow bridges hopelessly clogged, the soldiers scattered to search for a way around the largest cracks when, all of a sudden, a mighty battle cry erupted from the nearby hill! Thousands of foot rebels in leather armor burst out of their snow pits, screaming, and charged down the slope, followed on their wings by two small packs of moulan riders dressed in full orzac regalia.

	On the top of the hill, hundreds of moulan slingers called sakka36 sprang from the wooden hatches hidden under the snow. They quickly aimed their slings at the swarm in the valley and hurled the bombs all at once.

	Being placed so high, the first salvo flew more than fifteen hundred feet before landing in the middle of the temples’ vanguard, wreaking havoc. A few well-aimed bombs fell on the bridges and on the unfortunate troops crossing them. The decks immediately caught fire and broke like tinder—not so much due to the fire, but from the commotion caused by the frightened beasts. Howling in terror, scores of soldiers and moulans fell to their death, pulling one another into the dark abyss. 

	The panic spread like wildfire, and many more slipped into the crevasses, pushed aside by their frightened companions in the rush to reach solid ice.

	Another surprise strike, launched by a small elite sakka unit hidden on a hillside at the rear of the enemy column, smashed the nearby bridges, trapping over half of the temple army. In one blow, the rear guard became cut off from the others, who had no place to retreat except the icy tombs under their feet.

	The temple pathmakers in the vanguard had bigger worries than having to reach back to rebuild the broken bridges; quicker than unfastening a tail tip, the bloodthirsty rebels crashed down the hillside and smashed their scattered flanks, closely followed by another deadly volley of the sakka.

	Under the onslaught, the soldiers in the vanguard had no time to form ranks. Soon, most of them were either mowed down or pushed into the crevasses.

	The other troops caught in the encirclement ran forward to meet the rebels. The surviving pathmakers laid new bridges to replace the broken ones, and for a while, a bloody battle ensued over the crevasses. Antyrans with death in their eyes and hatred in their kyis were fighting and falling together to their doom. In their mad rush to mangle one another, their plight often ended with the bridges breaking under their feet, unable to hold the weight of the heavy armor and moulans.

	Both the rebels and the temples threw more and more bridges over the cracks, widening the battlefront with astounding speed. Soon, some abysses were decked from one end to the other. 

	The temple slingers, stretched several miles behind the front line, were unable to make an impression on the rebels. A few volleys launched by the ones closer to the battle ended up hitting their own troops, adding to the general chaos.

	Meanwhile, the rebel sakka spread their salvos, filling the valley with the heavy stench of burned flesh and the wailing of the wounded. Crevasse after crevasse, bridge after bridge, the temple troops were losing ground, bowing under the ferocity of the attack. Soon, they were unable to resist anymore. Screaming in terror, the soldiers broke at once and turned their backs on the enemy to flee the massacre, pushing aside the troops coming to their rescue from behind.

	The chaos that followed was easy to imagine. Lacking the help of their pathmakers, disorganized and running on the entire width of the glacier, Baila’s soldiers fell by the thousands in the blue cracks opened under their feet; they crowded the few remaining bridges, breaking them or slipping off the edges. Most had no idea that their retreat was blocked, pushing one another to their death in a vain attempt to run for their lives. In all this time, the rebels advanced quickly, capturing the ones who begged for mercy on their knees. 

	Without warning, the strange hologram melted away for the second time.

	“Now do you believe me, Gill, that only the bracelet matters?” Baila asked him.

	He didn’t answer, but for once he had to agree: the bracelet was all that mattered. And he didn’t feel the slightest tail pinch to part with it.

	“I don’t understand why it blew up,” the prophet moaned, “without anyone wearing it.”

	“They’ll work on aliens, too, except for our enemies,” Gill murmured Deko’s words.

	“What did you say?” asked Baila.

	“I remembered an old friend,” he said, smiling.

	“For the last time, I’m telling you: the gods want your bracelet! You have no use for it, and in return, you’ll get everything! You’ll get more than you ever dreamed of, from the very hands of our grateful gods!” 

	Then he asked him, grinning broadly, “What say you?”

	An embarrassing silence sank in the room. Baila’s face darkened, realizing that Gill wouldn’t accept this time, either.

	“Why do you hesitate?” Alala asked him. “Don’t you understand you can’t refuse such a—”

	“Sorry,” he replied coldly, “the bracelet is not for giving.”

	“Think well,” hissed Baila. “You can’t hide from me forever! And if I don’t find you, the gods will. Oh, yes, they will! If you walk through that door, I’ll take my hand off your spikes!”

	“I don’t get it; why are you doing this to yourself?” the female insisted.

	“The cloud cities were beautiful beyond words.”

	“What are you talking about?” exclaimed Alala, convinced that Arghail’s corruption ate his kyi.

	“The grays mowed them down without mercy. One by one, they fell to the ground… Time itself froze in the face of such atrocity! When they reached the black seas, giant fires climbed to the orbit—”

	“You’re mad!” she barked at him.

	“On Zhan’s eye, you saw Arghail’s secrets!” exclaimed Baila, almost falling on his back, as if Arghail himself had leaped in front of him.

	This can’t be good, thought Gill. Again, he had that annoying feeling that Baila was much more than he seemed. But he had to take his chances; after all, as long as the gods didn’t return to their “Antyran children,” the Shindam’s fate was hardly sealed. Was Baila bluffing as usual, or could he really call them? He said with his own mouth that not even the gods could pass the firewall as they pleased.

	Are you going to open the firewall for me? I guess there’s only one way to find out, he grinned in his kyi. 

	“See, Your Greatness, I can’t help Zhan. Such cruelty can’t be served, not even to save my life. You said we should talk openly. Then why don’t you say the true name of your master? I can’t serve Arghail like you do, Your Greatness,” he threw it in his face and turned to the door to run out.

	An intricate network of roads crisscrossed the huge mountain range. If he managed to reach them alive, he’d have dozens of tunnels to hide his tracks. The Shindam would have been more than able to find a fugitive using their eyes in the sky,37 but the temples didn’t have the same capabilities. At least not yet.

	“Don’t run from me, little Antyran. We have other means to reach our goals. I hope you realize that. The neural probes are not a pleasure,” Baila threatened him. 

	Gill didn’t consider the prophet worthy of an answer.

	“I’ll make sure your agony will be long!” the prophet screamed in a high-pitched voice, watching him angrily as he went out.

	“You’ll never get me alive!” he replied defiantly from the doorstep, then turned his back to step outside.

	He knew he made the right choice; too many had died to guard the secret for him to betray them like that. He had to help the beings from the bracelet’s dreams, to help a civilization lost in the mist of time to be reborn from its ashes. Maybe the decision would lead to his death, but he had to keep fighting the “Sigian war” into which he had been dragged. No, he thought, it’s our war, too. When the Sigians hid on Antyra, they unwillingly entangled their destiny with that of the Antyrans. The firewall separated them from the rest of the universe, and from that day on, the war against the gray gods became theirs, too.

	Gill opened the door and rushed to the jet, his pulse beating madly in the head spikes; he could hear Baila’s hologram shouting something behind him, surely an order for the tarjis to get on his tail. The hunting began!

	After the first few steps, he felt the cold air biting his skin. The temperature was falling quickly, a normal thing considering he was at an altitude of over eight thousand feet, and it was close to nightfall. 

	He ran, the snow cracking under his feet, around a small cliff that hid the parking lot. The transparent ceiling of the magneto-jet became visible over the mounds of snow left on the sides of the road. 

	Only a few steps remained between him and the relative safety of his vehicle, when… he ran out of luck: he stumbled upon two silhouettes hidden by the snow piles. It only took him a heartbeat to understand the terrible truth. The temple agents! How did they arrive so quickly? Most likely they had been there all along.

	One of them was holding a portable flexi-display and listened to something on a tiny receiver glued to his ear. The other one raised his head and saw him.

	“Look who’s here!” he exclaimed.

	To his great surprise, he didn’t lose his tail as usual. He turned back before they had time to blink and ran away on the same path, his muscles tense in anticipation of the paralyzing whips. But they didn’t come.

	His little rebellion would be even shorter than he expected. The portable display could only mean one thing: the area was being watched from the air. An air-jet had to be hovering somewhere nearby, stalking his every step. He turned his head to see if the agents followed him, but he saw no one; alas, he knew he had no reason to feel happy.

	The recreation dome was built on the banks of a small stream fed by an ice tongue, which was barely visible somewhere at the bottom of the valley. Up in the mountains, at an altitude of over three miles, a sharp ridge split the small glacier right from the hearts of Eger.38

	There was no time to check his surroundings, so he just blindly followed the path close to the water, leading to the mountains. He couldn’t think of a way to get out of trouble; his only choice was to run, even though he had no hope of escape from the deadly trap into which he had fallen.

	The snow, although deep, had a thick enough crust to support his weight, allowing him to run on it easily. Sometimes, though, the frozen layer gave way, and his foot sank in the powder beneath, slowing his escape.

	On the right side of the stream, there was a mostly vertical wall covered in ice cascades, impossible to climb without a sticky suit. The other bank didn’t look better, either: the same ridge that split a slice of the Eger became a rocky hill with steep slopes, holding the narrow valley separated from the one of the giant glacier. Besides, it would have been a bit of a mistake to get wet by crossing the stream. His options were not exactly plentiful.

	Not far from the dome, the valley began to open, and he got a glimpse of the ice tongue just a few miles away from him, shining magically in the red and orange hues of the star-set. This time, though, he didn’t have eyes to admire the most beautiful view in the whole of Antyra, too busy trying to stay alive.

	He gazed over his shoulder to make sure no one followed him, just when two Antyrans appeared from behind the dome and rushed in his direction. Despite the distance, he figured they were not the ones from the parking lot; the valley was teeming with Baila’s agents! 

	One of them was a clumsy giant, not exactly a running prodigy. His companion, on the other tail, was definitely fast, and after several steps, he had already jumped to the lead.

	The slight advance he enjoyed wouldn’t serve him any good if he couldn’t find a place to hide from the air-jet and the other dangers lurking around. Time was racing against him; in open space, he was a helpless target, and even if he managed to follow the winding valley all the way to the glacier tongue, he had no climbing gear to help him cross the crevasses—let alone to survive the frosty night.

	Gill reached a rugged area dotted with black stumps of rock, covered here and there by a frozen layer of snow piled up by the relentless blow of the vardannes. The sharp stone edges piercing through the white crust resembled the broken weapons abandoned on a field after a bloody battle.

	He was running without purpose, without direction, without feeling the cold wind or the sharp stones under his feet, oblivious to everything around him. Gill knew all too well that he was doomed, yet he refused to think of it as long as it didn’t happen. He was fleeing from his hunters, but in equal measure, he was running from his own cowardice because he felt that if they caught him, he might give them the bracelet. I am a Sigian soldier, he told himself over and over again, hoping to find a trace of their power. He needed time to get used to the thought of dying. A quick death was the only honorable exit from the trap, the only logical choice given the prospect of the lengthy tortures reserved for his sorry tail.

	After a while, Gill had to slow down, exhausted. He noticed that the walls were drawing closer; to his dismay, he understood that he had inadvertently left the main stream and now followed a small secondary canyon opened in the wall. What if it led to nowhere? He couldn’t turn back with the hunters on his trail!

	The bracelet was still on his arm, animated by the strange life to which he awoke it after so many years. It looked as if it was trying to help him escape, the green rectangles pulsing around obstacles to make them easier to spot.

	The valley became narrower and narrower; he glanced at the steep walls through the fog of exhaustion, trying to find a way to crawl up on the rocky ridge. Unfortunately, there was no opening or even a crack large enough for this. 

	After a few dozen yards, the distance between the hundred-foot-high vertical walls narrowed to less than six feet. He was in a gorge cut by a small creek, now frozen solid, forcing him to run on clear ice. In his mad rush, he slipped several times and fell on the rocks of the riverbed, but he rose each time without feeling any pain and continued to run as fast as he could. 

	Gill felt his pulse beating madly in the recessive gills behind his ears; his mouth dried up in the effort to squeeze the last drops of strength out of his tormented muscles. Only the fear of getting caught kept moving his legs, but he knew he had reached the end of the tail.

	Unfortunately, it wasn’t the worst thing that could happen—after the next curve, a nasty surprise awaited him: the gorge ended in a frozen whirlpool, and a fifty-foot-high ice cascade blocked his path! He could hear the creek flowing under the ice to the small lake below his feet. 

	The walls around him were eighty feet high, and the only way out was the trail he just came from. He fell on his knees, crushed by the foolishness of his rebellion. It didn’t have to end like this! He looked at the artifact, a storm of thoughts crossing his kyi: could he hide it somewhere? Or type a wrong code and blow himself into pieces? Every way he looked at it, he was going to die, and what hurt him most wasn’t the end of his rather insignificant life but the thought that the secret of the Sigians would die along with him.

	The steps approached quickly. He could hear the heavy breathing of one of the agents. His temples dripping wet, Gill touched his forehead to the wall of the frozen waterfall. His kyi was screaming in despair, but he kept his mouth shut—even though it hardly mattered now. 

	He could try to blackmail the agents, saying he’d blow up the bracelet, but they surely had inductors. They would paralyze him without much fuss, and Baila would be delighted to show him the pleasures of the gods’ neural probes.

	It will end quickly. Death is the only way, he thought, trying to gather his courage. Although he knew all too well what he had to do, this time, the preservation instinct was too strong to overcome. Angered by his cowardliness, he thought about all the Sigians who died for their dream. “Give me your strength,” he mumbled. 

	Gill looked at the waterfall for the last time. He had no way to climb it, but he pressed his hands on the ice, as if he could stick to it. The heroes of the ancient world were able to break the mountains to follow their quests, and he was stuck here, stopped by a tiny wall. He felt so helpless. He wished he could have their powers to drag the edge of the waterfall to his feet.

	In a gesture of futility, he stretched his left hand toward the edge. And then came the surprise. Instead of feeling the cold air of the evening, he touched… a rock! A rock covered in ice! It took him several long seconds to admit that he was actually touching the edge of the waterfall, fifty feet above him! 

	I’ve lost my kyi! he thought, not knowing anymore what was real and what was fantasy. 

	He raised his other arm hesitantly, convinced that this time, he wouldn’t reach anything. But again, he felt the icy stone.

	It wasn’t the best moment to analyze the absurdity of the situation. Right when the first of his pursuers came around the corner, he grabbed the stone edge with both hands and pulled his body upward. In an instant, he found himself lying on his belly, fifty feet higher than the place where he stood a moment ago!

	He rolled onto his back, stunned by the enormity of what had just happened. Surely I’m hallucinating, he thought, hoping he hadn’t lost his smell. A day like this could shake anyone’s disbeliefs, for what were his chances of surviving all he went through, without the direct intervention of the gods? The jump up the waterfall alone was so unlikely that it eclipsed by far all the crazy things he had ever heard of. Reality lost its logic, as if the very fabric of space-time—in which he was so fiercely anchored before Tadeo’s fateful call—unraveled around him, leaving a deadly chaos behind.

	Gill remembered that his pursuer was in the gorge below; he turned cautiously to his left to look over the rocky rim. 

	The fear on his face left no doubt that the Antyran realized the madness in which he had landed—tail first. One thought kept yelling in the agent’s kyi: Arghail! Abrian had invoked him with his arms raised, and the god of darkness took him over the waterfall! Only Arghail could do such things for his children, precisely as the prophet had foretold! The corruption in the monster’s vicinity would seep into any pervious kyi… 

	He made brief eye contact with Gill and then leaped back in terror, too afraid to raise his head again. After a few quick steps, he turned around and hid behind the bend of the riverbed to shield himself from Gill’s view.39 Only then did he stop and pull a laser lens from his belt.

	“Burgu! Burgu!” the echo carried his whining through the valley. “Hurry up, will you?”

	The screams woke him up to action. He had to disappear fast if he had the slightest intention of benefitting from his small victory. Yet, before resuming the aimless chase, he had to understand how he had climbed the waterfall. Gill didn’t dare to hope for a miracle, but maybe the rules of the hunt were about to change.

	The answer had something to do with the Sigian artifact. It had to be the grid that divided the space into green squares!

	Despite the noisy protests of his tormented limbs, he got to his feet and looked at the frozen riverbed in front of him. He picked an area about fifty feet away, at the edge of the green rectangles, and wished to reach there. Nothing happened. 

	“Mmm, it doesn’t work like that,” he noticed loudly. “I want to go there,” he ordered, pointing a finger at the spot. Still nothing. He made a step in the direction. To his disappointment, he only advanced one step. He couldn’t understand what was happening. The bracelet only works when it wants to! he thought, angered.

	Suddenly, driven by inspiration, he looked again at the spot and made sure that the thickened rectangle framed it. Then he mentally grabbed the box and dragged it at his feet. In an instant, the frame came near him, pulling the space along with it!

	“This is it!” 

	He stepped inside the green box. His hearts almost broke his chest wall when he realized he had moved fifty feet! He framed another spot at the end of the grid and walked in. Again, he jumped fifty feet!

	The revelation came with the punch of a thousand lightning strikes. He recalled the jelly sphere in the command room of the Sigian spaceship. The soldier pushed his hands inside it, and the destroyer followed his moves, jumping through the ripples of the space fabric. But they seemingly had such marvelous technology that they could actually twist the space on much smaller scales, with the help of the golden bracelets linked to their kyis! No wonder the Antyran gods chased their secrets so relentlessly!

	The enormity of the discovery overwhelmed him: he could jump through space like a spaceship! His kyi exulted that his long-ago-dead friends hadn’t abandoned him, that their help came at the right time to save his life when there was no way of saving it. And for the first time that day, he didn’t feel like a dry siclide tossed around by destiny’s vardannes. Now, he had a chance to fight for his life…

	It was true that the Sigians trapped on Antyra were hunted to death, but they were foreign to these lands. This is my home, he thought. You won’t get me that easy!

	The ominous noise of an air-jet could only mean that more trouble was on the way. Most likely, the two agents had called the spy jet to lift them over the waterfall. Indeed, a vehicle descended slowly on the frozen lake, out of his sight.

	Deciding to use the chance, he sprang through the stream bed, pulling the space along the way to increase his speed. But after about a thousand feet, the walls became taller, and Gill worried he might get stuck in the canyon, even with all the help of the bracelet. 

	Luckily, on the right wall, he spotted an embedded rock large enough to climb on. Two giant jumps later, he was out of the gorge.

	In front of him lay a smooth, snow-covered plateau, flanked by impressive vertical walls dotted by ice patches and large cracks running chaotically in all directions. The place was similar to the valley around Alala’s dome, except for a forest of ash tubes40 rising in the middle of the plateau like a petrified forest. Hot water was seeping from the top of some of them, a sign that the springs that had created them long ago were still active.

	The tubes looked like a great hiding spot; without thinking too much, Gill ran toward them, pulling the space along the way. The narrow walls of the creek he just left reverberated with the sound of an air-jet turbine squeezed to full power, the vibration growing in intensity as his pursuers approached.

	Gill stormed into the stone forest, sinking in hot mud at each step. The steam clouds warmed his limbs, numbed by frostbite, but he quickly found out, disappointed, that the fog didn’t help him much—he couldn’t see more than a couple of feet, which rendered the bracelet’s grid useless. And without the grid, he was leaving copious footprints behind. On top of that, he was sinking deeper and deeper, and soon he had to stop altogether to avoid getting stuck or even drowning in the treacherous swamp.

	The ship hovered above the rock forest while scanning the ground with its thermal and motion sensors. Unfortunately for the hunters, the steam clouds were glowing so brightly on the ship’s displays that they couldn’t see anything. After a while, they changed the tactic and made several slow passes through the towers, stalking the ground with a purple spotlight; twice they flew near the tube behind which Gill hid in the mud, without spotting him.

	Seeing that they couldn’t find him this way, either, the pilots landed at the edge of the stony forest. Even before touching the ground, the two agents jumped out and hurried to follow Gill’s footprints left in the mud.

	Gill had no way of hiding from them. He thought about running out of the forest. Even if they saw him in the thick fog, he could outrun them with ease now, and the air-jet would lose some time in picking them up again. There was no alternative; to stand still would have meant suicide. Yet something was keeping him from turning his back on them and running like a coward. An inner voice he didn’t recognize as his whispered him to fight. It whispered more and more loudly and convincingly, until the small hole through which he had a chance to sneak unseen behind the agents closed its door.

	Unbelievable, he thought. He, who had never been confronted with violent encounters, heard the calls of war and was eager to join them. It took him one crazy day to transform into a soldier, ready to confront the Antyran gods. Gill felt he was about to finally live up to the courage of the Sigians. That was why it became so important to stay: he had to stand on his feet and conquer his fears. Then, he had to fight back.

	After he breathed the damp mist a couple more times, he decided it was about time to start the madness. Ignoring the Antyrans on the ground, he waited for the air-jet to reach his vicinity, lying low in the mud to avoid detection. Then, as he heard the turbine moving away, he jumped from behind the funnel and saw the hot reactor nozzle shining through the mist like a giant torch, dispelling the fog around the air-jet. Thanks to the disturbances, he managed to get a glimpse of a nearby tube on the right, and he quickly dragged the space in front of it on the path of the flying vehicle.

	The pilots had no idea what happened, for their time left to live was too short to even wonder. Although they weren’t flying fast, the jet smashed into the ash-rock like a bloated licant on a window. A massive crack appeared in the tube. Large slabs broke off it and fell into the hot mud, closely followed by the mangled vehicle.

	A wave of boiling water burst out of the huge hole, and the upper part of the funnel collapsed as well, completely burying the air-jet.

	Hearing the noise of the crash, the two agents on the ground froze several feet from the place where Gill was hiding. They couldn’t see what had happened to their companions, but they guessed the terrible truth: Arghail had struck again to protect his children. They lost the courage to move forward, too afraid of the monster hungry for their kyis who was lurking in the thick mist.

	Taking advantage of their shock, Gill ran out of the fog toward a nearby small hill—little more than a cluster of loose rocks clumped together under a thin cover of icy snow. The agents heard the loud splash of his steps, and after a short hesitation, they limped after him. When Gill reached the middle of the slope, he jumped behind a rock large enough to offer some protection.

	The skinny agent pulled his laser and aimed it at the rock, but the other one quickly grabbed his arm—obviously, they had orders to get him alive. He pointed a finger at the ground to ask him to stand still, and he began to move cautiously toward Gill’s right. 

	Unwilling to let the agent reach too close to him, Gill dragged the space and jumped to the top of the hill, hiding behind another pile of rocks. Terrified by this new demonstration, the skinny one cried, panicked: “Burgu! Draw your paralyzer!”

	Burgu finally pulled an inductor from his belt and turned it on, trembling, even though Gill was clearly out of range.

	The skinny agent stood still with his feet apart, aiming at the pile of stones. It seemed that the panic drove him to disobey the orders.

	“Whatever you are, don’t move, or I’ll blow you to pieces! Protect us, Zhan, from the night’s corruption!” he shouted in a hoarse voice.

	Gill raised his head to spy on Burgu, and he accidentally crossed gazes with the skinny Antyran. That was too much for the agent, who started to shoot in a frenzy. He didn’t aim deliberately to kill Gill, but he was blowing the rocks piece by piece to prevent him from raising his head again.

	Burgu was climbing slowly toward Gill’s position when a seemingly absurd thing happened: his next step brought him thirty feet to the right, directly in the line of fire between the skinny agent and Gill. He didn’t have time to recover from surprise, as a terrible burning sensation seared his abdomen. Haunted by the darkest foreboding, he touched his belly and looked at his hands, astonished. They were green with blood! His partner’s salvo had shredded his body. 

	He fell to the ground without a wail, ready to meet Zhan, relieved that Arghail’s temptation had no time to corrupt him.

	The skinny agent, realizing that he was again alone with Gill-Arghail—this time for good, whined, “Burgu! I’m sorry, Burgu!”

	When he saw Gill rising to his feet behind the pile of rocks, he turned to run, but he tripped, his lens falling from his grasp as he dropped to the ground. He quickly jumped up and started to run downhill, screaming in terror. It didn’t even cross his tail to lift the weapon—it would have been a waste of time.

	After reaching a good distance away from the hill, the agent gathered enough courage to look back to make sure he wasn’t followed. He sighed, relieved that he was alone, but then he glanced, from the corner of his eye, a color stripe jumping behind a pile of boulders. He knew all too well what it meant: Arghail was coming for his kyi! And he couldn’t run anymore, as the gorge was right in front of him.

	Compelled by an unseen hand, he turned back to face his doom. Gillabrian was standing a few steps away, gazing at him without blinking. The agent couldn’t resist: their eyes met, and even though he had prepared all his life for this moment, nothing could protect him from the intensity of the corruption that hit him like Belamia’s supersonic winds. The iris of the archivist, deeper than the ocean, seared an evil incantation in his kyi. 

	The Antyran felt his entrails burning, as if Arghail had poured molten phosphorous in his mouth. The seal of darkness was turning him into the very thing he feared most! His kyi would be lost forever!

	With a huge effort, the agent broke the eye contact. Disfigured by terror, he turned slowly toward the abyss and jumped into the void. While falling, he flapped his arms as if he was trying to fly…

	The barriers of semantics lay in details, and Gill knew it better than anyone. The less Baila found about what happened in the valley, the more chances he had to live another day. He was feeling bad for having to “tempt” the agent to take his own life, but the Antyran had seen him using the grid. 

	After he reached the narrow valley, he quickly jumped around Alala’s dome, using the bracelet to hide his moves. He had no desire to find out if there were any agents lurking nearby, and he needed to reach his magneto-jet to return to Alixxor. The Shindam had to be saved by all means, if only to prevent the temples from taking over the orbital platforms and the retinal scanners hidden in many public areas.

	Gill was a bit worried that Regisulben might ask him to hand over the bracelet. Since he had no intention of doing so, the Shindam most likely would step on his tail, too. He’d be forced to run to Antyra III and hide in Ropolis, the capital of the mining world—the only town where both the temples and the council had a purely symbolic presence. He had no clue how to get there and how the architects of the artificial intelligences would greet him. However, it couldn’t be worse than in Alixxor.

	Gill raised his head slowly over the pile of snow. At first, he couldn’t find the agents in the parking lot, but then he saw them about six feet behind his jet. It looked like he couldn’t get any closer without being noticed. He pulled back stealthily, taking great pains to avoid any noise. He had to find a way to distract them long enough to reach his vehicle,

	Looking around, Gill quickly noticed several gray boulders flanking the icy path leading to the dome. The hardest part was to pull them out of the ice shell, but after a few hits, he managed to dislodge one of impressive size. He approached the parking lot with the stone in his arms.

	It seemed that the strange disappearance of the air-jet had confused the agents, judging by their frantic calls for reinforcements. After swinging the boulder a few times, Gill threw it upward as hard as he could. It might have fallen right at his feet, were it not for the distortion grid. The rock reached a foot from the ground, and… disappeared.

	The chatter of the two agents was rudely interrupted by a huge rock, seemingly coming out of nowhere, which landed right on the head spikes of one of them. With a short gasp, the Antyran collapsed on his back like a broken decoy. The loud cracking sound left no doubt that the blow had broken his skull.

	The other agent leaped back, rushing to draw his laser. He looked upward, astonished, but the evening sky was clear, and nothing announced this new form of precipitation. What just happened under his very eyes defied logic, although he should have expected that. Baila had told them that the final battle with Arghail had begun; no wonder that stones were falling from the sky at the order of the god of darkness!

	The agent jumped sideways, checking for danger, while he opened his transmitter to report the incident. Before talking, however, he looked upward, right when the second boulder thrown by Gill was about to reach his head spikes. The massive rock promptly smashed his face. Without a sound, he spun on his heels and fell facedown over the first agent.

	Without even wasting a glance on them, Gill ran to his jet to leave the place before the reinforcements arrived. 

	In his rush, he ignored all the speed limitations—but since the artificial intelligence was disconnected, no one could protest the offenses.

	It became darker, as much as the firewall allowed, yet the streetlights in the city weren’t working. Only the three great pyramids in the center were magically lit by the rivers of fire carried by the tarjis.

	The road to the town was empty, unlike the exit lanes blocked by abandoned jets. Gill couldn’t storm his way into the city without being noticed. The last thing he wanted was to rush into the barriers—Baila had surely warned the tarjis about his arrival. Besides, he had a better chance of sneaking on foot behind the circles, with a little help from the bracelet…

	And there was another “small” problem: he had no idea where exactly the acronte was hiding… but he had a guess.

	Once he reached close to the city, he looked for a good spot to abandon his jet. He saw a refuge on the magneto-highway and slowed down, but then he spotted a small farm trail nearby. The flashing sign in the left corner of the windshield advised him that the alley was magnetized. He drove until his jet was hidden from the main road, and he parked it behind some thick bushes.

	As he started to walk toward the city, Gill greedily breathed the scented air of the fields, tempted to lie down and sleep right there, on the ground. He felt he had no energy to keep going, but he had to do it: the future of Antyra depended on him. Or, at least, the future of its rotten government.

	Gill walked a good distance without using the grid, afraid that someone might see a jump. After passing the first domes on the outskirts, he saw the first barricade a thousand feet away, and he was amazed how large and organized it was. He quickly hid behind a building, feeling pretty dejected that he might never find a way to cross the circle unnoticed.

	He thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, as he had the feeling that the darkness was getting thicker around him. Exhaustion’s to blame, he thought wearily. In that very moment, something made him raise his head… and he froze in a silent scream, for what he was seeing was the end of the world! 

	Everywhere around the star system, the holy body of Beramis unraveled like rotten fabric, ripped in irregular stripes. In some places, the dying flames got tangled, and for a brief moment, they became even brighter than the old barrier. The stripes seemed to stretch to infinity, sucked by the hungry immensity of space, and Gill had the overwhelming feeling that the whole Antyran universe was disintegrating.

	He wanted to find out if Baila would really follow through on his threat and open the skies for him. Well, his “brilliant” curiosity was handsomely rewarded. A Sigian bracelet was discovered, and it didn’t matter that it was on the arm of an archivist hostile to the Antyran gods, as long as the Sigians themselves couldn’t escape their fate. What chances did he have without the resources of the Sigians, without a way to fly to Mapu? The smartest thing would be to destroy the bracelet right now, he thought again. But he knew he couldn’t do it. Not until he saw the river of shadows.

	The crowd on the first barricade finally noticed the frightening phenomenon. The tarjis fell on their knees, raising their arms to the sky. One by one, they began to mutter the covenant. 

	The Shindam’s troops abandoned their chameleons, finally seeing what a mistake they had made to fight Baila. In a few moments, they disappeared like a flock of licants scattered by the vardannes.

	This madness ends right now! I’m going to sleep, no matter what, Gill decided. With the gods about to return to Antyra, Regisulben was finished anyway. Soon, the gray spaceships would appear from the depths of space, and no grid would be able to protect him from their wrath. How could he fight an alien invasion alone?

	Alixxor was probably the worst place to hide, as they’d likely arrive there first, but Gill was unable to think clearly anymore. He turned back and walked slowly to his jet.

	He reached his vehicle almost in the dark, the first true night after more than 1,250 years. He changed the shape of the chair so that he could nest inside comfortably, then pulled his tail from the back pocket. Just before closing his eyes, he looked one more time at the sky through the open hatch. Suddenly, through the last throbs of the dying halo, he saw a point of light. Then another one, and another one. As the time passed, more and more appeared, some bright, some barely visible. For the first time in 1,250 years, the stars were rising!


CHAPTER 7.

	Blink… blink… The red eye squinted when the tachyon signal reached the probe. Blink… blink… The message was recorded and relayed almost instantly to the closest world, a rail-planet  around Lacrilia.

	The red eye was in fact a bright-red sphere spinning frantically inside a mindlessly complex lattice. If a hypothetical observer might have had the chance to examine the black device that hosted the sphere, he may have found that it wasn’t just black but a black darker than the darkest depths of the universe. The strange cover was built to absorb the photons from the entire light spectrum and convert them into matter to avoid detection. It was a spy probe of unbelievably advanced technology!

	The eye worked for the next few hours, faithfully relaying everything it detected. The signal came from a point in space where no star existed, so it could only be a ship or a spying device of some galactic civilization. Nothing should have been there; the area was far from any galactic highway or inhabited planet. Despite that, the place wasn’t exactly devoid of interest, proof being the very presence of the probe in that forsaken corner of the universe. 

	The red eye scanned the point of origin over and over again, trying to glimpse the source of the transmission. But it could only find that the signal was modulated in a peculiar frequency, largely unused by the builders of the probe or by any other known world, and surely encrypted.

	The expansion of the firewall surprised it like this, and no conversion mechanism could save it from cremation. Its cover avidly drank the three-million-degree heat wave like it was designed to do, and the probe exploded in the sea of fire. Just before dying, it managed to transmit that last piece of information. 

	Had it not been destroyed like that, the red eye would have seen something right at the point of origin, where there was nothing a moment ago: a new star was shining in the galaxy. Its name was Antyra!

	All the morning, Gill watched wave after wave of belated refugees running from Alixxor. They were walking on foot, holding hands to avoid getting lost in the crowd. Most of them didn’t carry much luggage, their only concern being to run as far as possible from the city damned41 by the prophets.

	Of course, their fear was irrational, Gill thought. Alixxor had the great pyramids, the murra trees, the million tarjis roaming the streets, and above all, Baila was there. No gods in their right kyis would open fire on the city and kill them all. In fact, Alixxor was probably the safest place in all of Antyra…

	The more he thought about it, the more he convinced himself that the capital would be the best hiding place. What mad Antyran chased by the temples would hide right under their tails, in a city teeming with electronic eyes and invaded by armies of tarjis? 

	Moreover, in Alixxor, he could find food and a place to sleep. At the thought of a night spent in a fluffy nest scented with the fragrance of walsala, he quickly decided what to do next.

	When he realized the flood of refugees wouldn’t end anytime soon, he gathered his courage and started to walk toward the capital, which was covered in black clouds of smoke from the burning Shindam’s Towers. One of the tallest buildings, the Tower of Planning, was engulfed in flames to its full height. Under the strong gust of the vardannes, it turned into a giant flaming sarpan stuck right in the hearts of the city. Surely the faithful wouldn’t miss the symbolism.

	He was wearing the bracelet, activated, on his forearm, ready to use it at the slightest sign of danger. But nobody looked at him, the refugees being too sunk in their own misery to notice something else. 

	As he reached the same spot where he had stopped in the night before, he saw that the first barricade was gone. The security chameleons were gone, too, undoubtedly captured by the tarjis.

	Gill walked to a large intersection. He knew that all sorts of nasty devices were hidden in places like these, things like chameleon holophones or retinal scanners, used by the Shindam to spy on Antyrans under the guise of keeping order. Lately, they had disabled the holophones because they could easily follow anyone from the space platforms, but they kept the retinal scanners. Their artificial intelligences could recognize anyone of interest and raise the alarm for the eyes in the sky. However, after yesterday’s events, Gill was pretty sure that all the AIs had received a warm “invitation” to delete themselves, which hopefully meant that nobody could use the scanners anymore…

	He sneaked along the deserted streets, glued to the walls or hidden under the huge petals of the raag42 flowers growing by the roadside. His search for a hideout didn’t fare well because all the domes he scouted, although empty, were locked by their owners, who were hoping to return when things got back to normal. It made no sense to try to break in—he would only manage to trigger an alarm, and that was precisely the last thing he wanted at the moment. 

	The district was packed with statues of moulans, some likely holding the dead animals inside. Gill recognized the district of the flour carriers. True, the custom had lately been adopted by plenty of other Antyrans, who adorned their domes with miniature holograms or tiny statues scented with various fragrances stinking of greasy fur. But here, he could see them everywhere, some big, some only a couple of inches tall, some gathered in veritable herds of dozens of statues. Most were cast in very bright, black ceramic alloys—even the tallest, which easily reached twice his height.

	“The haughtier the Antyran, the larger the moulan,” was one of the carriers’ sayings. And each statue had its own personality, its own posture: sleeping, eating, or flexing its tail in defense. Even the ceramic tiles of the pavement were painted in their image.

	A “scrawny dome” 43 appeared in front of him. Gill startled at the sight and sped up, stung by the thought that the sharers could be inside, spying him through the smoky eye of the building. There’s no one around but me, he told himself.

	A large building made of hemispheres stacked one on top of another appeared on the left side of the road. Finally, his luck changed! They were guest domes, connected to one another by transparent glass tubes. Some rooms were fully opaque, while others had transparent shapes on their walls, configured this way by their guests.

	Even from a distance, he saw some doors left open. After yesterday’s madness, it seemed that the guests had fled as fast as their tails could wobble, without bothering to lock the rooms.

	In one of the domes near the entry platform, Gill found a hologram key abandoned on the floor. Great! Now he had access to the food store! 

	He quickly checked the whole building to make sure it was empty, and then he jumped in front of the holotheater. 

	Just as expected, he couldn’t find a single holoflux, even in the smallest cities, still under the Shindam’s control. Some channels showed the huge crowds on the pyramids waiting to receive the morning orations, whereas others paraded the Shindam’s officials who had been arrested by the tarjis. Surely it was only a matter of time until the acronte’s sorry mug would join them. In both Antyra I and Antyra II, the arrests were flowing like a torrent.

	Not a single word about Antyra III, which didn’t surprise him at all—the temples had no time to reach the planet yet. Maybe they had no intention of invading it anytime soon, what with the mountain of problems piling on their tails.

	By the second day of his stay, Gill had started to play with the bracelet to reach the other memories of the dead Sigian. But each time he activated it, the space grid popped in. No mental order, no matter how resolute, could convince it otherwise.

	One of the strange virtual symbols on the top of the grid-in-the-eye might have led to the Sigian’s memory, but he couldn’t risk pressing them mentally by chance, without the slightest clue what they were supposed to do. He couldn’t risk losing the grid, not with Baila on his tail. 

	Therefore, he was forced to stay hidden in Alixxor, wearing a bracelet he couldn’t read, waiting for the return of the gods…

	But even if the gods didn’t rush to show themselves, other changes appeared. On the eighth day since the opening of the skies, the wall of fire became such a distant memory that many wondered if it had really existed. In the middle of the summer, the weather became noticeably cooler… and the massive ice caps, which not long ago had scarred the face of the planet, threatened to show their ugly cracks again. The specter of famine was now grinning at the Antyrans so used to the abundance of their lands, warmed by the godly fire…

	The first hit was Antyra II, a planet colonized only seventy years before. The Antyrans had known for some time that it had a breathable atmosphere and a desert climate, thanks to the images taken by their rudimentary telescopes, but they had to wait for the development of the first fusion engines to colonize it.

	The native life on the planet could hardly be called multicellular, the most complex being salia, the vein of the desert. All the beings reproduced by cell division, for the world hadn’t discovered sex. The only ocean of the world, Orizabia, flooded the bottom of a huge archaic crater known as the Valley of the Stars, and the colonists built their settlements around it, on the gentle slopes leading to the water. The rest of the planet was the kingdom of the most unforgiving desert imaginable, where rain had not fallen since time immemorial.

	The hot climate was a great boon for agriculture. With modern irrigation and artificial rain seeded by bacteria, the planet’s production became the main source of food for the Antyrans on the three planets. Before long, the farming communities—especially the tarjis—became a power the Shindam couldn’t ignore.

	A monstrous storm, the strongest storm conceivable, reigned over the ocean. Its name was Belamia, Zhan’s daughter, and her greatness was eclipsed only by the fire belly of her brother. Around the eye of the storm, the winds became supersonic; thick clouds, dragged by her rage to a fifteen-mile altitude, could finally drift away from the storm, bringing rain to the crater slopes. 

	Belamia was fed by a stream of hot air, blowing steadily from the planet’s equator to the poles. The Red Scarp44 diverted the winds to the Orizabia depression, feeding the eternal cyclone.

	The storm may have been eternal, and its rains used to fall with the regularity of a precision device, but all this changed in a matter of days. The cooling of the winds during nighttime disturbed the subtle mechanisms that held the storm in place, and with each day, Belamia became more unstable, under the terrified eyes of the planet’s inhabitants. Predictably, it didn’t take long for the disaster to strike. At one point, Belamia got out of its womb and touched the shores, sharing a small taste of Zhan’s revenge.

	No building, no matter how well designed, could survive a supersonic wind able to lift boulders the size of a spaceship like they were specks of dust. Where Belamia touched the beaches, it left behind a shiny sandblasted bedrock, and a three-hundred-foot-high storm surge washed away the remains. The rain turned into a deluge, washing the crops into the ocean. The beaches, Antyra’s definition of paradise a mere week before, turned into an inhospitable place for life.

	Millions of refugees flooded the few remaining spaceports. However, no vessel hurried to pick them up because on Antyra I, things weren’t going much better. The Antyrans were convinced they were living in the end of times, so they crowded in the sacred neighborhoods to be protected from the unbearable corruption of the “last hour.” They turned their faces to the forgotten father, their temples wet with fear and remorse, painfully aware that in the short time left at their disposal, they couldn’t turn the tides of the allotted doom. It didn’t matter that the whole world was on the brink of collapse, it didn’t matter that there were no interplanetary flights; it didn’t matter that the food supplies were dwindling and that much of the harvest was floating around Antyra II’s stratosphere, blown there by Belamia’s anger…

	On top of that, Baila XXI spent most of his time perched in the highest murra tree, holding endless speeches, instead of seeking solutions to prevent the chaos and starvation.

	The evening spread its deceptive veil of darkness over a torn-apart world, the eighth since Beramis abandoned them, and the first stars rose in a way that was again becoming familiar to the Antyrans. It was almost the end of the workday for Engis, one of the operators of the Mirra spaceport. His mission was to handle the interplanetary traffic in the sector, but in the last eight days, the traffic had ceased to exist. Since most Antyrans had basically moved to the temples, nobody was working anymore. No one but them.

	Surprisingly, even though the deep-space radars remained silent, Engis had plenty of work on his tail: he had to track the orbital platforms controlled by the initiates. Normally, their traffic was handled by the relay station in western Alixxor, but the base was deserted and seemingly burned to the ground.

	Engis finished checking the flight parameters and saved them in his report. He was about to leave the room to meet the initiate running the spaceport when he saw a diamond-shaped formation entering his sector. There were sixteen bright-orange dots, moving at lightning speed in Antyra’s space!

	Although the space radars couldn’t see much from such a distance, Engis realized at a glance that they couldn’t be Antyran. Their flight formation and tremendous speed were signs they had to be something else. Trembling in awe, he pressed a button, raising the alarm in the whole base. 

	The gods were returning to their children!

	 


CHAPTER 8.

	The merciless, unbearable heat was coming from the hell of fire. The star rays burned like lasers, and even the best spacesuit could only briefly protect someone insane enough to walk in broad daylight on the charred surface of Antyra III.

	Although the Antyran star was a puny white dwarf, its mass barely larger than a red dwarf, from the closeness of the planet’s orbit, it shone brighter than anyone could imagine. And a year had only fifteen Antyran days. 

	No coincidence, Antyra III also rotated around its axis in fifteen days because it was tidally locked to the star. Therefore, a day on the starlit side lasted a bit longer than eternity. The almost nonexistent atmosphere was unable to dissipate the terrible heat from the lighted surface, bathed in red lakes of molten sulfur, to the dark side, where a billion-year-long night hid an eternal ice cap.

	Even though the planet was the very definition of hell, its wealth attracted the Antyrans like a magnet. As soon as the technology allowed it, the inquisitive kyis found a way to colonize the world. The twilight ring, a penumbra between night and day, was the ideal place to start. Not far from the water source of the ice cap and bathed in the eternal light of the star-rise or star-set, several mining towns were built on two large plateaus on the eastern and western edges of the daylight side. In this shadowed area, the temperatures remained tolerable, allowing the surface settlements to grow under huge domes, silvery on the outside and transparent on the inside.

	A serious problem delayed the colonization for over forty years. The farming world of Antyra II already had large, thriving communities when the Antyrans made the first clumsy attempts to plant their boots in Antyra III’s dust; the reason was that the planet had a marked oscillation, due to which the twilight ring moved all the time, causing headaches for the first foolhardy Antyrans. Viewed from the towns, the star dawned, rose, dawned again, and then rose once more from the same eastern or western horizon.

	The only solution was to build two orbital belts between the settlements and the hell of fire, where they could shield the starlight as needed by the colonists.

	With all this titanic effort, the real metropolis wasn’t built on the surface but deep inside the planet. The surface dome of Ropolis45 didn’t seem bigger than the others; in fact, it looked smaller and more meager than every other one. But that was just a shallow impression; from the spaceport, the visitors were brought deep underground by the spiral trains, their tracks closely following the Blue Crevice46 in which the mining city was dug. Only there did the real city reveal itself in front of the amazed eyes of the onlookers.

	Seven billion years before, shortly after the formation of the Antyran star system, maybe the wind was blowing the dust on the world’s plains and plateaus; maybe the waves were rippling the surface of a primordial ocean. But the paradise didn’t last long: a weak gravity field, an orbit closer and closer to the heat inferno, and a devastating impact vaporized everything, leaving behind a burned crust and easy access to the metal-rich core—the only major source in the whole Antyran system. Five billion years before, a minor planet had tangentially collided with it. The hit must have been terrible, with Antyra III actually being broken into several large pieces, welded back together by their gravity. Because the planet was already mostly solidified by then, the impact and joining of the fragments gave rise to huge cracks and holes scattered everywhere. The one that hosted Ropolis was mapped by probes down to 150 miles below the surface, but others surely exceeded it. The legend told of an ocean gurgling furiously at the bottom of the deepest caves, hidden from the rest of the world. Of course, it was only a legend; no one saw it or smelled it, not even the countless hologuided devices sent over time on detailed mapping expeditions. But the alleged tremors of the monstrous tidal cataracts pouring back and forth through the ancient cracks were sometimes felt even on Ropolis. Many believed in the ocean’s existence, and not only the lay Antyrans: lots of scholars from the recently burned Tower of Matter thought that its tidal force, fed by the world’s slightly elliptical orbit, was the main reason of the planet’s wobbling.

	*** 

	On the second day since Engis had raised the alarm, the godly ships arrived near Antyra III. Ropolis had already reached its third star-set that day when the fleet rose in the sky in place of the star; the ships, flying in rhomboidal formation, could even be seen with the naked eye.

	Their presence near the mining world was a bit puzzling, to say the least. Everyone expected them to rush straight to Alixxor, to join the fight against Arghail’s children before the hungry mist of the night could swallow its rich harvest of kyis. Instead, they wasted two days wandering aimlessly through the Antyran system. Of course, nobody dared to voice their thoughts—it would have been the greatest sacrilege to question the godly reasons. Surely they had good motives to do what they were doing.

	Finally, after they passed over Ropolis and some other domed cities without stopping, they turned their ships back to Antyra I.

	In the ten days since the opening, the temples had regained everything they had lost in the last six centuries of heresy. The Shindam was thoroughly disbanded, its structures thoroughly demolished as if they never existed. The tarjis even burned the Gondarra Tower,47 the greatest project of the council. Everything that reminded the Antyrans of their sinful past was destroyed, burned and forgotten—at least on Antyra I and II. Ropolis was the only large city spared from fire because the temples didn’t have time to deal with it. Yet.

	The tarjis on Antyra II displaced by Belamia’s anger started to be evacuated to Antyra I. According to Baila’s order, everyone was required to provide them food and shelter. Only they were supposed to be saved; the others who had the misfortune to survive the worst-imaginable storm were forced to gather the crumbles of the lost harvest and store them in the large silos of the temples.

	On the second day of anxious waiting, the holophones finally announced that the gods were returning to Antyra I, their trajectory bringing them over Alixxor. The news spread like wildfire among the tarjis, who shouted and raised their hands in the air, elated that the moment they were waiting for all their lives had finally arrived.

	The weather for the day was expected to be just right for Zhan’s arrival. True, the morning was a bit chilly for the time of the year, and this alone should have been enough to worry the Antyrans, so used to the warmth of the firewall… but few were thinking about glaciation.

	After descending from orbit, the godly ships stopped some twenty miles above the western plains, close to the former military spaceport. Right away, hordes of tarjis rushed to the meeting place, some on foot, some riding their moulans, some flying in the air-jets captured from the Shindam’s bureaucrats. Many were holding skillfully decorated aromatic bowls, with coal embers buried under the scented seeds.

	The air quickly became saturated by scented wisps of colored smoke, tangled in spectacular patterns above the crowd.

	The first tarjis jumped the ditches bordering the farmland and stormed the tall grasses that reached up to their chests, stomping them under their feet. Now and then, one could hear the sound of the acajaa plants scattered among the grass snapping under the onslaught, followed by the angry shouts of the unlucky Antyrans splashed by the sticky juice.

	The moulans became harder and harder to restrain; they had to be jostled and bridled with loud shouts to resist the urge to take a snack from the juicy leaves waiting to be tasted.

	In less than an hour, millions of Antyrans flooded the plains below the space fleet. Several high-altitude clouds were hiding the ships, but everyone was looking upward. They knew the gods were there, and everyone felt the sacred energy flowing from the sky.

	The crowd wasn’t as disorganized as one might think at first smell. The initiates were running feverishly among the tarjis, yelling orders. Soon, the crowd formed a perfect disk, the moulan riders placed on the outskirts. They left a square opening in the center, flanked by several rows of individuals who appeared to be soldiers—most likely agents, mixed with the deadly assassins of the corias. Obviously, Baila didn’t want to take any chances. All their murra rikanes had triple banners, depicting the wealth of things granted by Zhan at the creation of the world.

	Hundreds of tarjis dressed in their humble prayer robes came forward to lay fragrance bowls on the grass in front of the first rows.

	The prophet’s air-jets, lavishly adorned with murra leaves, hovered over the eastern side of the square. When they stopped, Baila walked on the flying platform,48 his silhouette clearly visible despite his diminutive stature. 

	The prophet was dressed in a thin, white mesh top that skillfully concealed his tail. Obviously, he couldn’t meet the gods in such shabby clothes. He raised the most ceremonial robe he had, the “Black Flame,”49 which gleamed unbelievably in the morning light. With ritual moves, he pulled it over his mesh. 

	The tarjis quickly imitated him: they pulled their beautiful white cloaks from their belt pouches and put them over the prayer robes. For a brief moment, when the star appeared through the clouds, their clothes shined so brightly they almost couldn’t be looked at.

	Finally, the moment they all waited for arrived: Baila XXI, the prophet who wiped out the Shindam’s shadow in less than a week, was here to greet the gods!

	“Children of the light,” the prophet thundered over the plains, “Glory to Zhan the great!” 

	Electrified, the tarjis began to chant in unison: “Glory! Glory! Glory!”

	“My children, victory is ours! We won the war with the Shindam, and the gods are smiling on us again!” he shouted, raising his arms to the sky. “You, who honored the seal of the covenant, will take the light from Zhan’s own hand. He is going to reward you for your loyalty beyond your wildest dreams!”

	Long cheers boomed over Alixxor. Even though Gill was far from the plains, he could hear the shouts like the thunder of a distant storm.

	The prophet waited patiently for the noise to subside—which took a good several minutes—and turned his face to the holophone.

	“I have a word for you, too, my little unbelievers,” he said, smiling ominously, “you who defiled his holy light and worshipped the god of darkness. Don’t be afraid that he forgot your reward! His eye will bring it to you!”

	The tarjis exploded in laughter.

	“Zhan, is a bit… upset,” the prophet said with a sigh, pretending to feel pity. “Or rather, he’s angry. Very angry. And how could he not be? He was sleeping so well!”

	He gazed to the sky, searching for the tacit approval of the god.

	“Now look around!” he commanded, making a broad move with his murra staff. “He made everything! After such a burden, he fell into a deep sleep, and no one was allowed to wake him. No one, you hear me? But Arghail tempted the kyi of his servant, Raman the fool. Raman will suffer in eternity for his betrayal!”

	Of course, there was a slight inconsistency in the story: Raman couldn’t possibly “betray” a religion that didn’t exist in his times—and that arrived with a rain of fire, burning him to death in his sumptuous palace. Luckily for Baila, nobody seemed to be bothered by such irrelevant details.

	“Today, after a thousand years, we broke again the Sacred Law. My sons, who knows what heinous crime was committed this time? Who can tell me why Zhan had to awake again and open the skies?”

	He paused, waiting for an answer from the crowd. Predictably, it didn’t come. 

	“Maybe you can tell us, Your Greatness!” Baila exclaimed, emphasizing the title with derision.

	He made a sign to the troops on the right side of his platform. The crowd immediately split, and Regisulben, the Shindam’s acronte, was unceremoniously pushed into the square. 

	He was dressed in tattered clothes and looked emaciated, a barely recognizable wreck wobbling on his feet. His hands and ankles were tied up, which was an excessive measure given that he could barely drag his feet and was wearing a proximity collar around his neck. The tarjis shouted and smacked their lips in repulsion.

	“Why did you follow the darkness, Your Greatness? What madness pushed you to defile the holy land of Alixxor and bring Arghail here?”

	Regisulben appeared confused and quite unaware of his sorry situation. Most likely, the temples had drugged him to rob him of his dignity. Without a word, he fell on his knees and bowed his head to the ground. 

	There was a moment of silence, cut short by Baila.

	“Take him away! You’ll be the first to suffer the vengeance of the gods!” he exclaimed scornfully. 

	Two initiates grabbed him by his arms, dragging him back into the crowd. 

	His excessive humiliation was a message for the few remaining loyal subjects of the acronte, to show them that the Shindam ceased to exist. From now on, the future belonged to Baila.

	“My sons, the moment you’ve all been waiting for has arrived!” Baila raised his arms to the sky and crossed two murra staffs over his head. “Behold, I come before you,” he began, reciting the first words of the “Happy Pledge,” his eyes closed in the Sacred Trance.

	Hearing the verses, everyone fell to their knees, bowing their heads in the dirt.

	“I’m floating down on shiny rays, braided from fire and water. My children! Forsake your wasteful ways and look inside yourselves, in the corner where the star-seed made its nest… And you will find me… For I was there since the beginning of time, craving for your thirsty gaze. Let there be peace in your quest for ardor.”

	The crowd suddenly exploded in loud shouts. Surprised by the disturbance, the prophet opened his eyes, not knowing what was happening. He glanced at the skies, and then he saw them: the huge bellies of the godly ships appeared through the clouds!

	Slowly, one of them approached the ground, while the rest hovered above the plains. This made sense, considering that no matter how large the square was in the middle of the crowd, there was no room for more than one of them.

	The ship looked truly otherworldly. Almost two-thirds of the body consisted of a thin tube welded over a thinner semitube, both having a strikingly irregular surface. The whitish rhomboidal texture of the hull resembled the worn scales of an old llandro, covered by bizarre veins twisted in all sorts of wrong angles. On its nose, it had six ovoid balls in constant motion and pierced by sharp spikes, connected by strange conduits.

	The thin body gave way to a series of increasingly larger swells, the same veins running on all their length. At the back of the ship, another six shaking ovoids like the ones in the front, but huge, were anchored to the vessel’s body by several opal-blue metallic claws. A layer of prisms joined in complicated angles covered them.

	From up close, the amazed Antyrans could see how the space continuum entangled in the deformation front was greedily torn by the smaller ovoids and turned into a green mist. The mist trickled along the veins of the fuselage to the ovoids in the back, covering them in a jellylike emerald cloud that grew or shrunk, became more intense or pale, fluctuating every moment to keep the ship stable under the morning breeze of the vardannes.

	When the ship reached close to the ground, the irregular bumps slid one on top of the other and shrunk the ship’s length while the ovoids in the back rotated vertically, moving around the swells in a smooth motion. Finally, the long tube in the middle of the assembly rose vertically. The whole vessel looked like a strange plant from an alien world.

	Baila’s spikes shriveled at the sight, and Gill shared his stupefaction. Of course, everyone was amazed by what was happening, but Gill and Baila’s surprise had a different cause because only they—in the whole world—knew what the gray ships of the gods looked like. And the ones in front of Baila had nothing to do with them or the Sigians. They were a different design, the messengers of a world that had to be stranger than any imagination could have conceived.

	The vertical vessel landed in the square in deep silence. Everyone on the fields except Baila lay prostrate, waiting for the gods to appear. Also prostrate were the billions of Antyrans watching the events on the huge holotheaters installed near the pyramids, along with the ones still at home.

	A decompression noise prompted a few tarjis to raise their heads, but they quickly bowed them again, ashamed for the haughty curiosity that could have tempted them to see the gods before being addressed. 

	A shiny crack appeared between two eggs, and a narrow ramp slid slowly to the ground, with all the grace expected from a godly device. After a brief moment, a floating, bone-white sphere, pulsing in reddish hues, hovered out of the door. Almost immediately, another two spheres jumped in a hurry to reach the sides of the first one. 

	To be fair, they didn’t quite look like the image the Antyrans had of Zhan’s children, but let’s not forget that the gods could take any form they wished. And indeed, what appearance could be more frightening than a white ball, an unforgiving eye sent to judge their sins?

	However, before the crowd had a chance to glimpse them, a short silhouette appeared on the ramp, bearing some pretty obvious features of a biological creature. Then another one came, much larger this time. Father and son? Or rather, a wild dimorphism? thought Gill, intrigued by the difference. The third creature, larger than the second and double the first one, followed them closely. Their size had no logic. 

	The “aliens” looked eerily similar—except their size, of course—and no age could be read on their faces. Well, maybe it was a bit of an overstretch to call the bony structure covered in green skin-looking scales that Mother Mature had endowed them with a “face.” Their protruding brows outlined two yellow eyes placed at the sides of the head; from time to time, the semitransparent eyelids moistened them. Their mouths resembled a calcified opening with rows of blades instead of teeth—as sharp as a sarpan, no doubt.

	They each had a large, stumpy trunk framed by two short, slender arms, and they were carried around in metallic vats with golden handlers that floated lazily about a foot above the ground. The strange transportation devices hid their feet—or any other lower extremities they possessed for locomotion. 

	A pair of curved horns grew from their massive shoulders—the ones of the tallest creature were the longest and thickest. The alien also had a keratin collar on the back of his neck, which the others didn’t have.

	The gods didn’t seem to wear any clothes, unless the sticky goo shining on their skin was a sort of advanced protection and not a simple secretion of their godly glands meant to keep them moist.

	Their only piece of equipment was a transparent helmet, which started from the oversized goiter and ended on their backs along the massive spine crest but, strangely, left the eyes outside it.

	The floating vats moved silently in front of Baila’s platform, preceded by the three pulsating spheres. Once there, the three stopped and raised their eyes upward by tilting their backs to facilitate the motion, which was apparently complicated for their anatomy. The smallest god floated in front of his companions and broke the silence in an intelligible Antyran language, seemingly coming from the floating sphere in front of him. Whenever he spoke, the movement of his mandibles followed the sounds of another language, but the bony ball reddened in resonance with the Antyran intonation.

	“We are the Rigulian envoys. We salute you in peace.” 

	The Antyrans from all the worlds raised their eyes at once, taking the god’s words as an invitation to look at him, and immediately had to restrain a scream of horror, seeing how hideous his shape was. The god resembled a grotesque mix-up between a giant warhok and a reptilian magoc. It was simply impossible for a god to look like this! Maybe they want to test our faith, many thought. The gods can take any shape they desire.

	No one dared to answer their greeting, and for a good reason: the only one pure enough to let his voice be heard by the godly ears was obviously the prophet. But His Greatness couldn’t have chosen a more appropriate moment to remain silent.

	“The Corbelian sphere learned your language from the holofluxes,” the creature said, pointing at the bony ball in front of him. “We want to know who you are, and why did you hide from us?”

	Again, deafening silence. The gods rotated their vats to look inquisitively at the tarjis bowed in the dirt, waiting for a response. 

	No one rushed to return anything more than perplexed looks. Had the gods lost their memories, asking them, “why did you hide”? What about the ordeal of Zhan’s son, Beramis?

	“The Federation had left some probes in this sector one thousand two hundred and fifty of your years ago. Two of them relayed your apparition from a… one-dimensional space distortion, ten days ago. How long have you been hidden?” the god asked, trying in vain to start a dialogue.

	The situation had become weird, and the gods made no effort to hide their surprise. The tarjis began to whisper, their murmurs growing like the waves of a gray ocean before a frightful storm.

	“Who’s your leader?” the smaller god finally asked.

	The holotransmission focused on the prophet’s platform, and the reason why they got no answer became immediately apparent. The platform was empty!

	In the next instant, something unimaginable happened: all the holofluxes on the three worlds became silent. The only hologram streamed was a plasma game, which the Antyrans used, in better times, for relaxation.

	“The Rigulians are here!” exclaimed Gill, bursting into laughter, feeling that a huge rock was lifted from his chest. His death penalty had just been canceled! And if the idea of doing something to revive the Sigian world looked like a childish utopian dream a few hours ago, things had radically changed. Neither the wall of fire nor the sheer immensity of space separated him from the nearest Federal world. They came to his planet, not far from his hiding place, and he only needed to contact them to finish Deko’s mission!

	From what the Rigulian said, Gill understood the circumstances that made them return to Antyra 1,250 years after the meeting date with the Sigians. The Six Stars must have arrived at the meeting place, but the Sigians didn’t appear at the promised date. Kirk’an and his crew were probably trapped by their enemies inside the firewall, along with the whole Antyran world—or maybe they were already dead and buried in the sandy bank that, over centuries, became the city of Sigarion. The Federals had arrived at the coordinates and found nobody, not even the Antyran stellar system. But before going home, they took the elementary precaution of seeding the sector with spies, hoping that one day, the Sigians would come. Amazingly, their marvelous devices worked to this day and called them50 when Antyra was released from its fire prison!

	Gill would have loved to see Baila’s mug when the Rigulian ships appeared from the clouds—his moment of glory had turned into a nightmare! His Greatness was now in the unenviable position of handling the contact with another civilization that had nothing to do with Antyra’s gods. And to stick the tail in his eye even further, he began the mission admirably by running away from the meeting! The whole of Antyra saw the landing and could figure out that the aliens weren’t the gods prophesized by the temples!

	But most Antyrans were probably unable to understand what they saw. Their conditioning wouldn’t allow them to accept a reality other than the official one. It would deny them the conclusion that the stars in the sky hosted other worlds similar to Antyra and that the universe was much bigger than the fire sphere in which they had been locked for the last 1,250 years. With the Shindam thoroughly destroyed, no one could take advantage of the temples’ confusion and change history.

	The joy of seeing the Rigulians didn’t last long, though. Gill felt anger growing inside his kyi with each unrealistic plan he had to abandon, realizing all too well it would be suicide to stumble into the middle of the tarjis on the western field. He didn’t even have a clue how to get his tail on some darned tarji robes to mingle among the pilgrims. The clothes were made only in corias and were regarded as more important than the tarjis’ own lives.

	Gill had just returned from the food store, having drank two juicy fruits of razog he had pierced with his fangs, when he saw a new hologram. Well, it was about time—but to his surprise, an intriguingly familiar face was frowning at him from the holotheater’s shell. 

	Here we go again! he thought, startled by the apparition. Although at first Gill refused to accept the resemblance, he had no choice but to conclude that what he was seeing in the holotheater was indeed his sorry mug, grinning foolishly while his hands rubbed his tail with obscene gestures in Alala’s relaxation dome! 

	“Gillabrian, the gods want to see you,” a voice could be heard in the background. “Surrender at the nearest temple, and we won’t hurt you!”

	Now it was his turn to try the bitter taste of despair, the feeling of helplessness against a much stronger and more creative enemy than he could have imagined. The space-time fabric was crumbling around him like a putrid shroud fastened with shoddy buttons over a dolmec-infested belly. Baila had abandoned all subtleties, knowing all too well that if Gill managed to reach the visitors, everything ended. How important the Sigian cargo had to be if the prophet was willing to abandon the meeting with another civilization just to “direct” his humiliating display on holofluxes and block his chances of contacting the visitors!

	“Antyrans! This is the enemy; watch him closely! He took part in the conspiracy to bring Arghail to Alixxor, and he has the seed of evil,” continued the voice. “The great prophet orders you: Get out of your domes! Leave everything you’re doing! Everyone—I repeat, everyone—has to hunt him. Sniff the mountains, drink the rivers, and crush the stones; don’t leave the smallest speck of dust unchecked! Tell the temples when you find his trail, and don’t kill him under any circumstances—otherwise, our fight is doomed. You’ll get your reward from Zhan’s hand, forever glory to His Sacred Scent. Good smell in your searches!”

	Great, Gill thought. Baila had thrown into battle everything he had—namely, several billion Antyrans, who now had no greater purpose in life than smelling his tail! Repulsive. He joined the ranks of the repulsives, right in the top position.

	After the Kids’ War, the temples had abandoned the practice of repulsiveness, even avoiding the word. But before that, and especially right after Raman’s fall, the Antyrans discovered worshipping the ice gods of Zagrada’s shrines were branded with the Seal of Arghail on their left cheeks. The only way out of the shame was suicide, which most of them chose after the first days. The impurity brought by the seal caused the Antyrans to become hysterical at the sight of the repulsives and chase them away with stones because any object touched by them became tainted. Moreover, they breathed the same air, and that was not good; everyone feared they would become repulsive if they didn’t drive them away or stop them from breathing altogether.

	In the last centuries, the impurity madness took subtler forms; under the expert guidance of the initiates, the tarjis began to practice a maze of rituals and complicated methods to preserve purity when preparing seeds, dressing, drinking, eating, or even having sex. They couldn’t use, for example, the same bowls for cooking siclides and razog flour, no matter how well they were heated.

	The purity rituals always amused Gill, but this time, he had to skip the fun part. Even though the repulsivity seals were no longer made with a hot serbak, he had just been branded over the holofluxes, and all the Antyrans had the dubious pleasure of watching him scratch his tail. It was far worse than a dark seal burned on his cheek.

	Terrified by the prospect of an angry crowd crashing into his guest dome at any moment, he rushed to take the bracelet and activate it. Slowly, he opened the door and stepped out on the magneto-boulevard. 

	The street was empty. The sight somewhat calmed him; it would take some time before the tarjis could start a thorough search, and in the meantime, he had to find a way to reach the aliens. Gill knew he had to move fast, convinced that the temples would set aside their principles and activate the spy eyes at the main crossroads. Most likely, they’d use the orbital platforms, too, if they hadn’t done so already. Yes, they loathed the Shindam’s technology, but without it, they would have a hard time finding him.

	Do the Shindam’s soldiers work for the temples now? The unsettling thought pinched him by the tail. Maybe even the artificial intelligences? No, the AIs would be too much. Surely the initiates had erased all they could stick their tails on—that is, if the Shindam’s soldiers didn’t do it first, to hide any proof of corruption that could have sentenced them to death. It wasn’t a good time to panic. Without AIs, the eyes wouldn’t recognize him if they saw his face, so in principle, he had a slight chance of sneaking by, unnoticed, on the streets.

	Gill returned to his dome to browse the holofluxes, hoping to learn more about the Federals, but all of them were broadcasting desperate calls for his capture. He slumped in the fluffy nest, too shocked by what he was seeing to be able to think of anything useful for reaching the aliens.

	One by one, as the fluxes reached the abodes of the three inhabited worlds, the Antyrans became aware of the new public enemy. Some looked at him with pity, others with repulsion, but many followed the prophet’s orders and ran out in the streets to hunt him.

	Even in Ropolis, the underground city hidden in the Blue Crevice, the entranced bixanids watched the bizarre call, amazed. They didn’t try to hunt him because they had already joined the ranks of the repulsives—first as addicts, then as loyal subjects of the architects. Hovewer, that didn’t deter them from being curious about the ruckus. They knew they were next on Baila’s list and that Gill’s fate would be shared by them, too. But unlike the archivist with an itchy tail, they had nowhere to run…

	Lying under a licant-eating tree—one of her father’s many inventions—a young bixanid female gazed at the impressive stack of displays floating in front of her. An avid historian might have recognized the tattoo on her left shoulder as belonging to a grah—another kind of repulsive, by birth, although her charm could have convinced plenty of males to ignore this little flaw. 

	All kinds of frantic skirmishes, heroic wars, and crazy races were running on the floating displays, all taking place in hallucinatory backgrounds forged by the wild imagination of the architects. From time to time, an image froze by itself, and the female inspected it closely. If she didn’t like something, if she had the feeling that a bixanid cheated the rules of the game, she touched the picture and saved the details.

	“Sandara, have you seen the holofluxes?” a female shouted from the forest trail, startling her.

	“Leave me alone; the malasses championship has begun!”

	“You should watch them—it’s quite interesting. Just leave the work for a moment. Who cares if you miss a few cheaters?”

	“Tut-tut, no one escapes my smell. The male to pull my tail wasn’t born yet!”

	“That’s not what you told me about Nundo just a few days ago,” the other female said with a chuckle, teasing her.

	“Come on, Walika, can’t you see I’m busy?” Sandara pretended to be angry, hoping to end the subject, which threatened to roll down a slippery slope.

	“All right, I can see for myself when my presence is not welcome,” Walika exclaimed, throwing an affected mug before turning back to the forest path.

	“Walika, don’t pull that face on me,” exclaimed Sandara. “Please, let me see it, if it’s so important.”

	“You sure want to see it?” she asked flatly, pretending to be hurt by the previous refusal.

	“Oh, come on already!”

	With an elegant movement of her right hand, Walika materialized a holotheater in the meadow—a small demonstration of her talent and training as a budding architect, which always managed to impress Sandara, even though she was the daughter of one of the greatest architects of the city.

	“I wish I could do that,” whispered Sandara. 

	“I can teach you! If you just tell me what happened with Nundo…” Walika went back  to her favorite subject, laughing. 

	She dodged the piece of wood Sandara threw in her direction and turned on the holoflux. Immediately, the prophet’s ubiquitous call for Gillabrian’s capture appeared in the holotheater, along with Gill’s hologram, shamelessly wobbling his tail.

	“Well, what do you say?” asked Walika when the holoflux ended.

	“Handsome Antyran,” Sandara said, laughing at his clumsy gestures. “He has such a long tail!”

	“Disgusting!” exclaimed Walika, pretending to be horrified. “Did you see how he moved his protuberance?”

	“I feel sorry for him,” she said, suddenly serious. “Do you understand what this means?”

	“He’s as good as dead,” concluded Walika. “They’re going to torture him for a while… and we’re next,” she whispered.

	“Maybe he’s from Ropolis?”

	“Ha-ha, our little Sandara is anxious to capture the prophet’s enemy. Do you want to befriend Baila to save your spikes when they land in the city?”

	“Don’t say stupid things,” Sandara admonished her.

	“Or maybe you lust for a little tumbling in the grass with the ‘handsome’ Antyran?” she said, teasing her again with the shamelessness that only a close friend could dare to show—all while curling her supple body in a suggestive manner.

	“I’m not talking to you again!” Sandara said. “Now I really have to work!”

	After making sure she was finally alone, Sandara opened the city index to see if she could find anything about Gillabrian. She had no idea what made her do it, other than a vague instinct that she had to discover more about him. The female tried to ignore the pleasant tingling in her tail. Sandara, he’s just an Antyran, she snooted. Have you forgotten Zagrada’s fall? The thought awakened her rather rudely to reality, and she turned back to work. It seemed, though, that the holoflux had unsettled her greatly because she wasn’t able to focus anymore. More and more “criminals” eluded her spikes, and she couldn’t care less about them. Carefree Walika was right to be happy—to force herself to feel happy—for ominous events were rushing so fast toward their world that any good times were nearly over.

	Gill had no idea how long he lay in his nest, unable to decide what to do next, but he finally got tired, and at the same time, he felt an ugly headache growing inside his skull. His head seemed to crack into hundreds of crumbling fragments. He rubbed his head spikes in a futile attempt to ease the maddening pain, cursing the lack of relaxation seeds, abandoned somewhere in the storeroom of his personal dome. A heavy fog fell over his eyes, and he wasn’t sure anymore if he was awake or dreaming…

	Boring, boring, so many fluxes and nothing to see. Who is that ugly face on the holo—oh, it’s me! Baila made me look hideous so that Alala wouldn’t like me? But… but… she… she lied to me? She played with my tail, she… pretended to love me? Alala! Come back—don’t leave me alone! No, wait a minute, he recalled, confused. Alala’s a spy. She is working for… for… for whom? He couldn’t remember. 

	Then something else caught his attention: the three Rigulian envoys were standing near the holotheater, looking at him patiently. He leaped to his feet to greet them, his arms wide open to make sure they couldn’t run from him. 

	How small the little one is! he thought. It wasn’t that obvious from the holofluxes, but the Rigulian barely reached Gill’s knee. He wondered where he should put them to make sure they didn’t become lost in the city. A good place might be a shelf in the food store, and they would nicely fill the void left by the fruits he had stolen. Would they mind staying in the dark? he wondered, chuckling. 

	His sight became a kaleidoscope of blurry images while his head whirled even faster, on the verge of bursting from the unbearable pain.

	The cold breeze blew over his face, and he immediately felt a bit better. What am I doing in the street? Oh, yes, Gill remembered, I want to check again if it’s empty. Of course it’s empty; there’s no one in the whole neighborhood. But is this real, or am I dreaming? After a brief reflection, he finally concluded that he must have fallen asleep; the street was just an image stored in his memory. He had to stop thinking and take a good nap. He was so tired…

	A sharp pain pierced his right ankle as he missed the last stair of his dome, stepping into the void. The shock felt like an electric shower, making him open his eyes—this time for good. How did I get here? he asked himself, dumbfounded.

	After he reached the middle of the street, Gill walked toward a big intersection where a razog storehouse once functioned. He was still dazed, but he could see a brown air-jet hovering at a distance, with its rooftop folded. A big black ball balanced precariously on the tip of a thin telescopic arm, extended outside the vehicle.

	The distance decreased rapidly, and he couldn’t understand the surprising reason why, all of a sudden, his feet—remarkably docile until that day—were carrying him to the intersection without the slightest request from him to do so. When he looked closely at the black ball, he found the answer, the fear pouring into his bones like the frozen waters of the Eger: a radial inductor! Like a powerful magnet, the ball ordered every unshielded Antyran to fall asleep and run to it…

	The tarjis had captured the Shindam’s strongest weapons and deployed them on the backstreets of the city. Was there any way to oppose them? At the very thought of resisting the induction, he felt the urge to throw up. The merciless ball was pulling him faster and faster, controlling his motor functions with deadly determination.

	“Stop right now!” he shouted at his disobedient feet. They hesitated for a moment, but then they inexorably resumed walking toward his doom.

	Each time he tried to fight the induction, a wave of pain and nausea blurred his eyes; the closer he got to the air-jet, the stronger the torture became. The city blocks seemed deserted, with no one else rushing to fall into the trap.

	When he reached about three hundred feet from the vehicle, he saw the nearby initiates moving to capture him—one of them holding an induction necklace in his hand. The agents wore helmets and armored vests to shield their spinal nerves from the evil sphere.

	Gill knew that the time had come to use the Sigian weapon, even though he had to betray its secrets. Despite the paralyzing grip, he managed to turn his head and pull one space rectangle right behind his tail. Unfortunately, he couldn’t step inside it, his feet ruthlessly dragging him forward. Writhing in the grip of despair, he tried to twist and grab the distortion to pull himself inside it, but his stiffened body didn’t cooperate, either.

	Hanging on his last drop of determination, Gill clenched his teeth, groaned… and stopped his right foot in the air! For a brief moment, he dared to hope that he could walk backward, but the opposition didn’t last long; his treacherous feet resumed their march toward the evil gathering.

	Anyone else would have yielded—a few days ago, he would have done the same, no doubt. Today, however, was quite a different day, and the very thought of betraying the Sigians was giving Gill the power to quell the fear raging inside his body. He felt the transformation growing inside his kyi like a storm surge, rewriting his neural connections and turning him into a cold-blooded fighter. He was amazed how quickly he got over the shock of paralysis and how easily he could wake his sense of smell, in spite of the torture inflicted by the inductor. 

	In the little time left before they would catch him, he had to find the hidden path,51 at the end of which he would be alive with the bracelet on his arm—he had to smell it by all costs…

	He breathed deeply, and to his surprise, he immediately smelled the way out. As usual, the key lay in the grid: he looked back over his shoulder to pull one rectangle from behind, and then he turned his head slowly, careful not to lose it. As soon as he dropped it in front of his traitorous feet, his next step, although toward the agents, leaped him fifty feet backward!

	Obviously, his little trick didn’t escape unnoticed… For a brief moment, the agents stopped, paralyzed by fear.

	After Gill made a second jump, they reluctantly rushed to catch him. Unfortunately for them, after a few more jumps, the induction became so weak that he turned his back to the air-jet and started to run down the street, pulling the space at his feet to hasten his escape. 

	The induction suddenly disappeared, and the reason was all too obvious, even without looking back: the air-jet had joined the pursuit! The worst thing was, of course, that the agents had raised the alarm!

	Gill was running on a large avenue. His speed was the fastest of any living creature in the Antyran world, even though he still had to learn how to adjust his steps with the grid distortion. He couldn’t jump fifty feet on every step, but he managed to do it often enough to pass 120 miles per hour.

	After he ran undisturbed for about a mile, he started to hope they had lost his tracks—but then he heard the hoarse buzz of some charged turbines. He couldn’t turn his head to see what was happening, but he recognized the sound of a pack of magneto-jets, their fusion reactors heated far beyond the limits of decency.

	Every minute, more and more vehicles darted from the side streets to join the chase. Before long, a wild horde of tarjis and agents sped after his tail.

	Slowly but surely, their turbines devoured the space between them on the empty boulevard—the perfect playground for insanely fast rides. Some overly excited tarjis pulled out their portable inductors, even though they were not nearly close enough to paralyze him and had to steer their jets with only one hand, in an already dangerous chase.

	As he dashed madly along the boulevard, Gill stalked the moment when his pursuers were close enough to have little time for reaction, hoping that their driving was reckless enough to push them into his trap. Suddenly, without warning and seemingly in gross violation of the inertia laws, he turned to the left on a narrow street near the orange dome of a distribution center.

	The raging roars of the reversed thrusters and the deafening blasts that ripped the tranquility of the abandoned neighborhood left no doubt about what happened. Several jets collided violently when the first tarjis banked sharply in a futile attempt to go after him, and the rest of the pack crashed into them at full speed.

	The tarjis’ problem became obvious; if they ever held the naïve opinion that the chase would be easy, they were in for a nasty surprise. Gill was running with the average speed of a normal Antyran, but the bracelet allowed him to jump great distances through the “shortcuts” of the space continuum. The magneto-jets, on the other tail, were traveling at over 130 miles per hour, and they obviously had to handle different inertia and centrifugal forces than the archivist. And because the tarjis drove their vehicles with their own hands,52 no artificial intelligence could save them from collisions.

	Four fusion-core blasts53 shook the city windows as far as the main square. The greenish boulevard was excavated down to nine feet deep, the remains of the vehicles and the moulan statues from the walkways being blown over the neighborhood or stuck in the nearby dome walls that had survived the explosions.

	The rest of the magneto-jets were immediately disabled by their danger alarms, leaving the surviving tarjis in the unenviable situation of chasing Gillabrian on foot. Some started to run on the side street where the archivist had disappeared, even though their efforts to catch him became ridiculous.

	Gill followed a narrow street leading to another large avenue, parallel to the first one. His plan was to reach his magneto-jet on the eastern outskirts, but several vehicles appeared in front of him from the side streets. He had no intention of confronting the proximity inductors, even though it crossed his kyi to twist the space in front of the jets and make them crash into one another. Unfortunately, from fifty feet and without an armored wall, one single core blast would surely kill him, so it was smarter just to step out of their way. Therefore, he turned on his heels and ran in the opposite direction.

	The pack of tarjis swelled with every moment. A quick change of direction was enough to lose them, sometimes leaving piles of smoking debris in his wake, but a couple of times, he felt the passing impact of a neural inductor whipping his tortured muscles when some hidden tarji jumped from a narrow street, right on his tail. Luckily, the painful touch was always too short to be effective because the difference in speed quickly pushed him outside the paralysis cone.

	An unimaginable ruckus was taking place in the western part of the city. Unbeknownst to Gill, a million tarjis had marched back to Alixxor to take part in the final battle and fulfill Baila’s prophecy. The first ones to arrive rushed to raise barricades around the district, some climbing to all sorts of dangerous places to make sure they didn’t leave any holes in the net. 

	Although the Security Tower lay in ruins, the same couldn’t be said about its redoubtable weapons: Baila’s agents were using the Shindam’s orbital platforms to track his steps in real time. A detailed hologram of the sector was rendered in a huge holotheater installed in Belamia’s pyramid dome; about two dozen initiates gathered around it followed Gill’s every move, shouting orders to the leaders in the streets.

	An ominous thud followed by a loud hissing shook the windows of the surrounding domes. The armored chameleons captured by the initiates were coming for him, jumping over the domes raised in their way, and even the slightest chance of escape would be gone when they turned on their powerful inductors. He could only imagine the chaos—hundreds of unshielded tarjis would jump to their death from the rooftops or air-jets under the ruthless commands forced into their hearing lobes, just to capture one foolhardy archivist.

	Sometimes Gill found his path blocked by barriers even on the side streets. He felt the noose tightening around him. The tarjis probably realized they couldn’t simply paralyze him on the run, so they forced him to move in circles to exhaust his muscles.

	Gill had just entered a narrow street, apparently deserted, when two jets jumped in front of him. He was about to turn back, but the noise of several charged turbines coming from behind told him that he fell into a new trap. The vibration was growing so quickly that his tail contracted involuntarily, expecting the whips of the neural inductors. He had to find an escape, and quick! Without thinking too much about how stupid the thing he intended to do was, Gill grabbed the space over the dome on his left and pulled it at his feet. 

	He stepped into the void, aware of what to expect next—namely, a free fall, in which he would have only a fraction of a second to frame a piece of land and drag it under his feet before his speed would become too great to land in “one piece.”

	As he headed straight toward the dome’s ornate cornice, he realized, to his horror, that the ground was moving too fast to be able to see anything. After a moment longer than eternity, he finally spotted another street running parallel to the one from where he had taken off. He quickly dragged a plastoceramic tile under his feet and braced for the landing. He didn’t have to wait for long. He felt a strong punch in his face—it might have been one of his knees—and he lost consciousness.

	Gill opened his eyes, panicked, expecting to see tarjis bent over him. There was no one nearby. A warm fluid was leaking on his face, and he needed no holophone to know he was losing blood in abundance.

	Wobbling on his feet from exhaustion and shock, he walked toward a large avenue. He recognized it at a glance, if only by the smoldering craters dug in the magnetic pavement and the flaming debris spread everywhere. It was the place of the first chain collision. A couple of domes were in flames, their automatic fire systems trying hard to extinguish them, splashing pink foam on the walkways.

	He stopped at the edge of a crater, completely exhausted. Several dozen magneto-jets appeared on the avenue. The tarjis sensed that the hunt was drawing to an end; they approached slowly with the inductors in their hands, ready to paralyze him.

	The vehicles stopped less than seven hundred feet from Gill—the fire sensors had deactivated their reactors when they came too close to the disaster area. The tarjis looked at one another, disconcerted. They stepped out of the jets and moved toward him in quick steps, trying hard not to seem to be running.

	At the other end of the avenue, Gill could see the elusive silhouettes of other jets through the thick smoke coming from the craters. Surely the side streets were also blocked.

	He feverishly sought a way out, although he knew that the situation had become hopeless. He wasn’t afraid. He didn’t want to be afraid anymore. The sight of the titanic struggle of the Sigians, so abandoned by hope, so outnumbered, instilled in him the power of their despair, which now became his.

	With the tarjis approaching fast, Gill decided where to make his last stand. He sprung toward the huge dome close to him, which was the center of acajaa-flour distribution for the neighborhood. Several decorative windows were smashed by the blast wave. He pulled the space and jumped inside through the nearest one. 

	Seeing this, the horde burst after him, howling like a pack of guvals.

	The orange dome, perfectly transparent from the inside, covered a large room thirty feet below the ground level. This was the place where the flour distribution had taken place before the madness. Now everything was gone—the shelves for the partially cooked meal, the AI funnels for smelling the flour quality, and the seeds for tired nostrils. The only thing left was the orange floor, strangely smooth and empty, which could be reached from two large white staircases at its ends. It looked like a deep pool, bordered by ornate handrails resembling acajaa spikes, also painted orange.

	The shards of the broken windows lay scattered around the place, tangled with various remains of jets and moulan statues. Even though the air was full of smoke, the fire extinguishers were silent.

	Gill jumped the stairs in one step and reached the middle of the pool. He had nowhere to run from there, but he didn’t intend to. He quelled a shudder of fear that tried insidiously to seep into his kyi. Gill remembered the thought of the bracelet bearer before the final battle: “The ark is lost anyway. The only thing that matters now is to bring a rich harvest with us to the river of shadows.” The ritual words would finally fulfill their meaning, for there was no Sigian fleet to save him this time. The war didn’t end when the beautiful town of the desert fell. Today is the last battle of the Sigians, he thought, smiling bitterly. It looked like he wouldn’t stand a better chance than the Sigian fleet fighting the gray armada around their homeworld, but he was proud to fight like they fought, to fight until the last breath defending the secret hidden on Mapu. He felt a wave of warmth and peace flooding his kyi. It will be a battle worthy of you, he promised.

	The tarjis ran down the stairs to the lower level, but they slowed their steps when they saw Gill immobile in the middle of the floor, waiting for them. They readied their inductors, weighing every step and fending their eyes. They knew they were fighting Arghail himself, who was surely hiding in a dark crack somewhere, eager to gaze into their eyes. Victory or defeat depended solely on them. If they made a mistake now, they could jeopardize not only their feeble lives—for which they didn’t care much anyway—but the very eternity of their kyis!

	Seeing him gasping for air, his pursuers suddenly found their courage: he wasn’t immune to paralysis—he could be restrained! The next simple conclusion popped up in their excited kyis: the one who will capture Abrian will get his reward from Zhan’s hand!

	Completely forgetting their earlier fears, the tarjis rushed forward, each hoping to be the one to hang his collar on Gill’s neck.

	A giant Antyran in front of the pack had the best chance of winning the great prize. One step… another one… He’d reach him in a moment. But then something weird happened: at his next step, the floor gave way as if a crevice had opened under his feet! 

	The perplexed Antyran found himself a good fifty feet in the air, near the ceiling, and the cries of horror trailing from above while he was tumbling down, although not consoling, were a hint that he wasn’t falling alone.

	A cascade of twisted bodies opened in front of Gill, the last ones landing on top of their companions. At least three or four survived the fall, groaning in pain.

	Looking angrily at the tarjis who came inside after the first pack, Gill roared like a wounded guval. Seeing the pile of Antyrans lying motionless in front of the mad archivist, they screamed in terror and ran out of the building, pushing aside the ones who were trying to enter through the broken door.

	He was able to move again, freed from the invisible shackles—and it looked like he was left alone. Or maybe not, he had to admit grudgingly after he noticed the silhouettes of three Antyrans on the high gallery around the distribution floor, watching his moves from above. He looked at them, astounded by their boldness, but he quickly realized they were a different tail altogether—most likely trained killers from the Zhan’s Children coria. They wore headphones glued on their gills, on which they were feverishly reporting what they witnessed. 

	Why didn’t they flee for their lives? Reckless Antyrans… Without wasting any more time, he walked toward the two closer ones who were standing near the top of the stairs. Seeing this, they both pulled their weapons. To his surprise, they were not inductors, but lasers.

	“Don’t let him get away!” the third agent screamed from the aisle behind him. “Shoot him in the legs!”

	A blurry haze covered his eyes, and Gill knew, more than he felt, that his hearts were close to bursting. He saw them aiming at his feet, but at the same time, he perceived the painful expansion of the time continuum flowing throughout his whole body. Suddenly, the assassins started to move ridiculously slowly; he looked around for something useful—he felt he had enough time even for a nap—and spotted a long, solid pipe on the floor, a fragment from a destroyed jet. 

	He pulled the space to grab one of its ends, and in the same fluid move, he jumped thirty feet up to reach the edge of the pool. Still in the air, he made a step sideways to land on the aisle, not far from the attackers. His speed was faster than the shadow of a nifle,54 and the agents couldn’t see more than a flash of color.

	Before they had time to figure out his intentions, Gill hit the air with the pipe in his hands while he was still some fifty feet from them. The Antyrans expected many things, but nothing prepared them for what followed: the bar savagely smote the head of the agent to the right, for Gill had deformed the space to ensure his skull was on the pipe’s trajectory. The agent flew a couple of feet, tumbled over the railings, and crashed with a thud on the floor as Gill made another two huge leaps, passing behind the other Antyran. 

	The second agent knew all too well what was about to happen, but nevertheless, he felt obliged to put up a fight. Trying to guess the archivist’s next attack, he turned swiftly to the left, gazed Gill from the corner of his eye, and leaped back to fend off what he thought was another invisible assault. The unfortunate move would cost him his life; he fell through a distortion trap that transported him some thirty feet above the aisle. He fell right over the handrail, broke his spine, and rolled another thirty feet to land facedown on the hard floor of the distribution center. 

	The last Antyran slowly drew his weapon, but he lost Gill from his sight. He hopelessly spun on his heels trying to find him, but the archivist made a couple of long jumps to stay out of sight. Gill landed quietly on the aisle forty feet behind the agent; he pulled the space between them, and with a loud groan, he struck him as hard as he could.

	At first, the agent felt only a vague numbness, but when he looked down, he saw one end of the pipe coming out of a horrible gash on the right side of his belly. Gill released the space along with the pipe, which remained stuck in the Antyran like a thorn in a fleshy licant. The assassin dropped his laser lens and fell to his knees. Without a word, he collapsed on the floor in convulsions. The last thing he saw before darkness engulfed him was Gill’s merciless gaze, which had nothing of an Antyran anymore. It was Arghail, who won again.

	The fight was over before it even started. The tarjis didn’t rise to Baila’s expectations. Gill grinned, imagining the Prophet’s disappointment. Well, if they had no intention of coming into the dome after him, he was going to bring the fight to them outside. The last charge of the Sigians! A few more piles of bodies and he could join his long-gone friends in the shadows. They would no doubt be proud of how he fought for their world!

	On his way out, he looked at his hands, puzzled; they were covered in blisters. At first, he didn’t understand how it happened, but then he realized the pipe must have been hot and burned his skin. In his rage, he didn’t even notice this small detail.

	He walked into the street nonchalantly, as if nothing happened, even though he was feeling like a compressed spring, ready to start the madness all over again. The tarjis, however, were waiting at a healthy distance from him, not at all keen to share the fate of their companions. 

	The ephemeral peace was shattered by the whistling reactors of two air-jets hovering above the domes. If he didn’t approach the barriers, the barriers were coming for him.

	Just as he concluded that there was no way to avoid the inductors on the air-jets, his eyes were drawn to a manhole several feet from him, its cover blown away by the blasts. Why didn’t he think of it earlier? The network of magnets running under the streets! He had no clue how he would handle the darkness below, but he had a strong suspicion that anywhere would be better than where he was now!

	Before the jets could raise their black spheres, he pulled the space and fell into the manhole, along its metal stairs. As expected, the landing was rough. He rolled a couple of times in the mud, but at least this time his knees managed to stay away from his ruined face. He stood up and hurried into the darkness, running on the plastoceramic grill that covered the stinky ditch of the city’s sewage system.

	As he moved deeper into the tunnel, the light was fading quickly. He had to touch the huge pipe holding the magnets to move forward, not exactly the best way to run away from the tarjis.

	After a few more steps, the darkness became too thick to see anything. He was again feeling the desperation growing inside his kyi, but after a left turn, he saw a glimmer of light in the distance. 

	The light couldn’t be coming from the tarjis. Thanks to the firewall, flashlights weren’t readily available on the Antyran worlds—it was hard to believe they could get their hands on some on such short notice.

	When he approached the source of light, he realized that the glow came from none other than the ubiquitous purple bacteria of the Antyran atmosphere! Attracted by moist and warm places, it created a muddy, bioluminescent film around the pipe fittings. He should have expected this because they loved moisture more than anything and had the nice habit of growing in the most unwelcome places. Antyrans had used them since antiquity to find the damp spots in their domes, lately using ultraviolet lasers to search for their colonies. 

	Obviously, the sewage system was the perfect place for them to take over and multiply. He remembered the childhood stories about the cold fires lighting the vats of the water-treatment plants built under the cities. Of course, Gill didn’t know for sure if they were true or not because the few who had the courage to enter there—namely, the sewage workers—did nothing to deny them, whereas the others steered clear55 from the tubes.

	With all the comfort brought by the feeble patch of light, it wasn’t much of a help. Yet, in spite of his rush to run away from the tarjis, he couldn’t force himself to leave it and sink again into the cold darkness.

	Driven by a sudden sniff of inspiration, he touched the colony and saw, delighted, how his fingers became glowing purple. Trying to ignore the awful smell, he spread the sticky paste on his tunic. Once the whole patch of slime had been moved to its new home, his clothes were shining so nicely he could find his way around much easier.

	Not far from there, he found a second and then a third patch, both larger than the first one. Soon, he was giving off enough light that he could even run in the tunnel without fearing that he might smack his head on a wall! 

	At the next bifurcation, he changed his direction toward the city center, after which he changed it again to the left. Now he was running along a massive pipeline to the west.

	After about an hour, he decided he had enough stink lodged in his nostrils to last him for a lifetime. Without thinking too much, he climbed to the surface on one of the metallic stairways. He cautiously looked around to make sure the place was deserted, and then he crawled out of the manhole, fixing the cover in place to leave no clues for the temples. He was near a magnetic bridge at the western outskirts, close to the fields where the gods had landed.

	Pushed by a burning impulse, he ran to the place where the Rigulian ship had landed, following the trails left by the hordes of tarjis. The deserted fields gave him hope that he wouldn’t be spotted, but on the other tail, the lack of tarjis could only mean the aliens had left…

	Gill reached the middle of the field. The huge square was surrounded by ritual bowls, a few of them still smoldering. As he suspected, the Federals were gone. Nothing suggested that the Rigulian envoys had once passed through there.

	He fell on his knees, drained of energy. He knew he had to leave quickly to avoid being detected by the space platforms. However, he had no idea where he could hide from the billion Antyrans smelling his tracks…

	***

	“Great Baila, the news isn’t good,” said the hesitant voice of the freshly minted ratrap to Baila’s hologram.

	“What do you mean, Harut? Explain it to me because I don’t understand. You have millions of tarjis under your command. Are you saying you were unable to get him?”

	“A… a… Your Greatness, he hid in the sewerage system,” Harut mumbled.

	“So? What are you waiting for? Go after him!”

	“Your Greatness,” babbled Harut, bowing his head, “I gave the order but… they hesitate. It’s… dark in there!”

	“Harut, are they afraid of Gillabrian?” Baila said in his trademark falsely gentle voice, which obviously didn’t bode well for Harut. “More afraid than of Zhan’s fury?” he screamed, boiling in rage. “And mine?”

	“Your Greatness, without lights, we can’t find him. He could be anywhere; he can hit us as he wishes! He’s in Arghail’s nest! I’ve heard terrible stories. We’re fighting a monst—”

	“Well,” Baila interrupted him impatiently, “how long does it take to bring lights?”

	“We’re searching, Your Greatness, but till today, we didn’t know what night was. We don’t have li—”

	“Harut, make sure you guard the manholes.”

	Harut shouted several orders to the initiates around, and then he turned to Baila’s hologram.

	“There are many manholes; it will take time to find all—” 

	“Move quickly! Anyway, I don’t think he will hide there. I know exactly where he’s heading. I want you to aim the space platforms on the western fields, where we met the… gods. I’m sure Gillabrian wants to greet them in the flesh,” he said, grinning broadly.

	“I see, Your Greatness! I’ll send the chameleons and the air-jets after him!” 

	“Make sure he won’t escape this time. I don’t think I can bear any more bad news, ratrap,” he said in an icy voice.

	***

	Gill’s attention was drawn by the nearby spaceport, where two large ships were taking off with a deafening noise. For a brief moment, the orange flames of the fusion engines shone brighter than a hundred stars in the middle of the day, blinding him. The sound was so intense it would have killed anyone near the launch pad. Other ships were neatly aligned on the loading ramp. He spotted one with its belly open, apparently awaiting its cargo. No one was around, not even the cargo handlers—which was understandable, given the takeoffs.

	Maybe the ships were flying to meet the gods in orbit? Or rescue the tarjis from Antyra II? Wherever they went, they were the best hiding place in the world. What sane Antyran would have the tail to hide from the temples right in the middle of their army?

	He walked near the spaceport’s fence, hidden in the tall grass. Even though he could cross it without problems, he had to be careful not to be spotted by the guards. But since the first brilliant thing that the temples surely did was to delete the artificial intelligences, the most formidable defenses of the spaceport were a thing of the past.

	He made sure that the place was still deserted and that no other ship was about to take off before he pulled a rectangle from above the fence. He stepped inside it and found himself falling to the ground. In the middle of the free fall, he pulled another area from above the ground and landed near a pile of boxes. I’m getting better and better with this! he thought, delighted that he didn’t break his face. Another step and he reached a half-full trailer. The next jump carried him right into the open belly of the space carrier.

	Gill walked into the cargo bay, which seemed to be full of weapons and crates. This didn’t smell good, and not only due to his stinky tunic, still dripping with slimy bacteria. Who goes on a rescue mission taking the entire Antyran arsenal with him? Well, it made no sense to tire his kyi too much on the subject because he couldn’t turn back anyway.

	It was easy to jump around unnoticed because the soldiers were staying in their cabins at the front of the ship. He jumped to a higher floor to sniff the food stores. 

	After the last boxes were pushed and anchored inside the ship, he heard the huge rear hatch closing. Soon, the ship sprang into the sky with a mighty roar. They took off to an unknown destination, saving Gill from the prophet and his huge army of tarjis.

	 


CHAPTER 9.

	The red starlight quivered, reflected by the myriads of sloughs formed in the muddy ground of the forest—a clue that it had rained that morning. It was a wholly unremarkable occurrence because in the subarctic region of the road-making planet-ship, the rain was falling right after star-rise with clockwork precision.

	The rolling creature tried hard to take advantage of the morning breeze, which was blowing with enough strength to dimple the sloughs, to get some extra propulsion. Its shape resembled a pinwheel, largely due to its shell made up of wide scales. These scales rose like little sails when they reached the upper side, the most exposed to the airflow, to catch the wind. Even stranger than the rest of its anatomy were the two pairs of tentacles, holding its telescopic eyes. They stretched sideways to allow it to see while rolling over the rugged terrain.

	The reason for its mad tumbling followed at close distance: a hungry manax56 had tracked the “wheel” for some time, moving as fast as it could over the rotten trunks collapsed on the forest floor.

	Despite the advantage of the wind, the red pinwheel managed to get stuck between two rotten sponges. For a few seconds, it tried desperately to keep spinning, but the only result was to further entwine its scales with the putrid debris around it. Running out of choices, the wheel extended its body to reveal an aquatic creature loosely resembling an Antyran warhok.57

	The creature crawled backward over the fallen trunks, but after a few steps, it stopped again. This time, no matter how hard it scratched, it couldn’t push the obstacle blocking its retreat—because it was a solid wall. The hunter, sensing that its prey was finally cornered, jumped forward.

	The pseudo-warhok tried to fight back by clamping its beak menacingly. Unfazed by this little demonstration of aggressiveness, the manax extended its long, transparent tongue and speared the soft abdomen of the creature. It quickly injected a green poison, which paralyzed the poor victim. Breakfast was served.

	In the swamps—as a matter of fact, on the whole planet—there were no trees. The grass, however, grew very tall, sometimes reaching three hundred feet in height. All kinds of plants or plantlike creatures took shelter under their broad, fleshy blades. Most of them were huge, spongy spore colonies, mixed with myriads of vines that climbed high on the giant grass trunks. Countless colored fruits hung from the vines—the main staple of the creatures living in the weird forest.

	The wall where the unlucky pseudo-warhok found its demise was a bit more than a simple trunk of grass. It wasn’t a sponge, either, nor anything else of biological origin. It was hard to notice this detail when walking through the forest because its base was covered by a green carpet of spores and vines.

	As the structure went upward, it passed the tip of the tallest grasses and crawled into the sky to the dizzying height of one and a half miles. From up there, it didn’t look anything like a wall, but a giant tower—a whole city built in a single building. And it wasn’t alone in the jungle, for several others could be seen at the horizon. The towers, even though similar in size, were topped with either urban jungles of needle-sharp skyscrapers or gray, puffing balls joined by a maze of silver piping. One of the farthest towers was topped by huge spheres flanked by thousand-foot-tall chimneys exhaling threads of purplish smoke into the planet’s sky. All the tower settlements were connected by transparent tubes suspended in the air at over six thousand feet above the jungle, without any pillars to sustain their weight.

	The meeting room was located at the top of one of the tallest buildings. Eight beings sat around a huge, polished stone, black as the hearts of the night. Six of them, although belonging to the same species, had the wildest height differences imaginable; any Antyran would have recognized them as the weird gods who arrived on Alixxor. One of them, the tallest Rigulian, wore two golden rings on the bony spikes of his shoulders—this being the only piece of “clothing” of the whole group. They seemed to be guests because they had to keep the breathing apparatuses over their “faces.” The Rigulians floated in their individual vats, whose size forced them to cram against one another.

	Two other creatures on the opposite side of the table belonged to a different species. They were at home in the tower city, lying comfortably in wicker chairs hanging from the ceiling, carefully tailored to match their body size. Other niches revealed the spots where more chairs could descend if needed. The aliens were thin and extremely flattened, their most notable facial feature being a huge nose that could easily be spotted even from orbit; this rounded tumescence looked more like a hideous tumor than a nose. This protuberance almost fully masked their perfectly round mouth, a suction cup lined with conical white teeth rising behind a thin, purple lip ring. They didn’t wear any clothes, their bodies being completely covered by small, bluish-gray scales. Their two lively little eyes were positioned on the sides, forcing them to turn their heads to look at their guests when they talked to them.

	Although the alien world had to be very advanced—only a complex civilization could defy gravity the way they did—the room didn’t betray any of this progress. On the contrary, the building materials of the furniture, namely, the table and the chairs, showed the willingness of the hosts to be a part of nature. Moreover, at the base of the transparent walls, an equally transparent floor belt about three feet wide allowed the eye to rest freely on the surreal green of the wild jungle. The forest stretched to the horizon all around the town like a stormy ocean, disturbed here and there by steep hills.

	Eight Corbelian spheres floating in front of the gathering were the only things out of place with the room’s look and feel. A ninth sphere hovered in front of an empty place. Although they seemed to be made of bone, their color constantly pulsed in red hues.

	Without warning, a ninth participant materialized in front of the single sphere. He was sitting in a floating metal vat like the other Rigulians. The image shivered for a moment, then stabilized. It was a hologram, but one couldn’t tell that just by looking at it.

	All turned their heads to the newcomer. An expert eye would have recognized the Rigulian ambassador to Antyra, sent to make contact with the newly emerged world. And if it was a real-size hologram, the six Rigulians had to be much taller than the Antyrans, as their height was strikingly greater than that of the ambassador. 

	“How big is the tachyon delay with Antyra?” asked one of the gray creatures.

	“Last time I checked, there were still seven hours, We’Nkrak,” grumbled the alien with golden rings, visibly irritated. “Since I activated them last night, they should have been synchronized already.”

	“Math isn’t handy to everyone,” the other gray chuckled with a mischievous smile. “Surely you used the good matrix?”

	“I see Omal 13’s is already synchronized,” said the Rigulian, seemingly without noticing the irony. “He must have turned it on earlier, so his entanglement has already finished.”

	The Corbelian spheres were true wonders of technology, able to link words over the colossal chasms of space by using the tachyon relays available in cities or on the space fleets. After a few hours or days required for the dual synchronization, depending on the distance, they allowed instant communication between the spheres at the ends.58 

	Unfortunately, one of the “minor” drawbacks of the link was the insane energy sucked by the always-hungry tachyon generators—that was the reason why the connection had to be brief.

	“Let’s hear from our ambassador Omal 13,” exclaimed the Rigulian with golden rings. 

	Omal 13, the Rigulian ambassador to Antyra, had a face devoid of any expression. It was obvious he couldn’t see anyone because he was staring at the empty space in front of him. He sketched a salute, with the palm turned up and down in quick succession, and then he started to spill the message in a monotonous tone, as neutral and empty as his mug.

	“Contact date: 17.18.18.43, at 14:20 standard time. World: Antyra, code A2.18.43.” He cleared his throat and continued, with a trace of hesitation, “The distortion, our main purpose, has remained an enigma.” 

	“What?” We’Nkrak exclaimed, confounded.

	The eight in the room looked at one another, visibly shaken. Obviously, that was what they wanted most to find about the Antyrans.

	“We don’t have reasons to call for a planetary quarantine. They don’t seem developed enough to pose a threat to us; their technology is smooth and assimilated to the second fusion barrier.”

	“That’s good,” concluded We’Nkrak.

	“The Zzrey social tension factor is surprisingly high, probably above one. We’re still far from estimating the global value, but the world is polarized, and I think we landed in the middle of a war. Their capital looks deserted and bears some limited… traces of destruction,” he said, again clearing his throat. “Surely in the next few days, we’ll have more to say about this.”

	The Federals exchanged worried looks.

	“That’s bad,” exploded We’Nkrak angrily. “Just what we needed! Contact with a warring world! It was a mistake, Sirtam 4, to let them know about our existence!” he addressed the Rigulian with golden rings presiding over the meeting.

	“Who would have thought that someone able to build space distortions is only at the fusion level—and in a war?”

	“We could ha—”

	“Regarding the mission,” continued Omal 13 without knowing that he interrupted We’Nkrak, “we ruled out that the Antyrans had developed the distortion in their current evolutionary wave. Maybe we found a siamese civilization. If so, the projection of the past world would explain the oversized Zzrey factor. We should have found obvious imbalances in their technology, but no luck yet.”

	“Is it possible, such a thing?” asked We’Nkrak incredulously. “It’s true we found siamese worlds in Arkadia’s history; it’s an obvious cyclicity. Sometimes the survivors repopulate the destroyed words and find their artifacts. But an advanced precursor… able to build space distortions—we would see the technological imbalance from light-years away! We wouldn’t need investigations!”

	“Who knows?” replied Sirtam 4. “We don’t know all of Arkadia’s cycles. If the forerunners self-destructed—”

	“Without a trace? A world capable of hiding stars didn’t leave trails in the galaxy? Besides a poor distorter?” We’Nkrak burst into maniacal laughter, slamming his hideous tumor to the hole acting as his mouth, in a totally annoying manner for the Rigulians leering at him. “I suppose I’ve heard bigger absurdities than this one, but I can’t remember them right now. Even you know it! The chances that the Antyran ancestors invented the device and then were wiped out by a war, leaving no trace, are zero!”

	“Keep in mind that even we don’t have this technology,” said the other scrawny creature. “You mean we could disappear from galaxy without a trace?” 

	His question remained unanswered, as Omal resumed his report, still without seeing them.

	“The other possibility is that the Antyrans have no idea what it was all about. Another civilization created the distortion and locked them inside.”

	“Hey, how did he get this idea? Very dangerous assumption,” exclaimed We’Nkrak’s companion, worried. “If there’s another world hidden somewhere in the shadows, maybe it’s time to raise the quarantine and—”

	“Rassgan, let’s not panic for nothing. Let’s find the details, and then we’ll know what to do.”

	“But we are exposed, and you know it. Just as we—”

	“We made contact with them,” said the ambassador. “We’re… building a relationship. They’re quite strange. At our first meeting, I suppose I made a mistake. We landed in a field, surrounded by a million Antyrans in a kind of procession. Something bothered them, and… their rulers left without talking to us.”

	A tense silence fell over the room. Antyra’s appearance wasn’t such big news; other galactic civilizations had been discovered in the past. The problem lay in the way it appeared from a point in space folded in on itself. A threat hidden in a cone of shadow was growing in their quadrant, and all sensed it instinctively, even though the reaction of the Rigulians was all too predictable. They had this habit of delaying any decision indefinitely—until it was usually too late. 

	“In the end, an official ordered us to wait in space, far from their planets,” the ambassador continued the story. “We recorded some primitive holotransmissions, but after the contact, they went silent. And tomorrow we’ll meet their ruler.”

	“I want to see the hologram of the contact,” We’Nkrak said to the Rigulians. “When can we expect it?”

	“I’ll send the hologram of the contact,” said Omal 13 as if he had read his thoughts. “In two days you’ll have it.” 

	He lowered his eyes, avoiding his Corbelian sphere.

	“Yes, I know I broke the protocol, but I wanted to finish as quickly as possible. Sirtam 4, I’m waiting for your instructions. I want to know… err… ” he stumbled, hesitating, “if you got my request.”

	After a while, Sirtam’s sphere finally released a short whistle and began to pulse faster.

	“Everyone check if his translator is entangled with Antyra.”

	“Mine isn’t red yet, said Rassgan. “They always feel us slower! Stupid protocols,” he scoffed with contempt, “I should have brought mine from home!”

	“Patience is a virtue seldom found among Sarkens,” exclaimed Sirtam sarcastically. “What does it matter if we wait a bit more?”

	“OK, we can start now,” grumbled Rassgan, annoyed by the Rigulian’s patronizing tone.

	“All right, we’ll send our reply now to Omal 13,” said Sirtam in a formal tone, similar to the one used by the ambassador.

	The synchronization started to work both ways, and Omal finally noticed the aliens in the room. He looked around and fixed his eyes on the two weird nervous grays whispering in their rough, rattled language.

	“Omal 13, you can’t hibernate right now,” exclaimed Sirtam 4. “Take the hormones for another month; we have no one else to send in your place! We have to move the rail-planet from Lacrilia59 before the crazy star bursts a big storm on us. As soon as we finish the geometry of the superstring—”

	“We’re out of here!” We’Nkrak finished for him, grinning.

	“If I ask for another ambassador, it may take two months to arrive from Rigulia,” continued Sirtam, pretending he didn’t notice the interruption. 

	“Which, we don’t have,” added We’Nkrak with a grimace, mocking Sirtam’s official tone. “Find out about the distortion!”

	“I understand, Sirtam 4, but it’s getting harder,” admitted Omal.

	And jeopardizing my mission, he thought, but he had the common sense not to say it to his superior. It wouldn’t change the situation because Sirtam didn’t care much about such details.

	“Omal 13, that’s not all. We’ve got a strange… but most welcome request: Grammia asked to get involved in this. You know we have some difficulties with them, but the council sees this as a great opportunity to make them more open. You have to meet their envoys.”

	“Grammia?” exploded We’Nkrak, exasperated. “On the arms of the galaxy, what do they want this time?”

	“Antyra’s in their sector,” replied Sirtam. “They have all the rights to stick their tongue in this.”

	“And how’s that going to help the Antyrans?” Rassgan laughed. “They don’t have fleets or resources. Just a lousy planet sunk in eternal reverie.”

	“They’re the most peaceful world in the galaxy! They don’t even have the word war in their language; we should all learn from them!”

	“Amazing words, especially coming from you, Rigulians, who never gave a handful of mud about Grammia till today. What made you change your way with them?” barked We’Nkrak.

	“Can we block their access to Antyra?” insisted Rassgan. “I don’t like this at all; they show up just as we’re about to find the most powerful artifact in the galaxy. Maybe the council—”

	“Block their access?” exclaimed Sirtam clapping his mouth blades in disdain, using the tone of someone having to argue with a mentally retarded creature. Road workers, always road workers! Everywhere in the galaxy, the same impertinent Sarkens, the same primitive mold, he thought, angered. They stick their scales everywhere; they fail to understand the importance of the protocols and poison the meetings with their rude ironies. Why did we have to plant the serums on their stupid ships? “You really didn’t H-E-A-R they want to H-E-L-P us?” he spelled. “How do you want to block the access of a member of our Federation? Under which law? In addition, when did we have such an offer from Grammia?”

	“Why now?” We’Nkrak raised his voice, too. “I’ll contact the road workers from—”

	“Too late! Rigulia decided to let the Grammians handle Antyra. That includes the Sarkens in the council, your delegates. They know about the Grammians and didn’t argue… too much.”

	The two Sarkens threw angry looks, but Sirtam didn’t care. He rejoiced to see them so upset.

	“When do they reach Antyra?” asked Omal, his hopes revived by the news. He’d be able to hibernate…

	“The Grammian ships will arrive shortly. I’m sure they’ll give you their full support, but don’t forget that we’re counting on you to find the artifact. Starting today, you’ll only use the Rigulian protocols when talking with the natives,” he reminded him loudly, to make sure the ambassador wouldn’t repeat the mistake, whatever it was.

	“In two or three weeks we’ll find where the device is hidden anyway,” Rassgan said, grinning. “With or without Grammia!”

	“Our road workers have a plan,” said Sirtam, turning toward the two Sarkens. “Explain it to Omal,” he ordered Rassgan.

	“I might have told him already, were it not for your interruptions,” Rassgan complained. “We sent four hundred highway beacons to chase the photons of the distortion wall and triangulate the center of the bubble. We already know the trajectory of their planets in space-time, so we can find out where the device was when the distortion ended. A trivial calculation, really! Maybe not for Sirtam, but—”

	“Omal 13, if you don’t find anything sooner, our ‘friends’ will give you the location of the artifact,” said Sirtam. “Just hold on for a bit longer. End of transmission!”

	***

	He was falling and spinning at breakneck speed in the dark abyss, and nothing could save him. A roller coaster of intricate yellow patterns flashed before his eyes. 

	Gill woke up from the strange sleep to the sound of the alarms screaming on the ship’s decks. At first, he didn’t understand where he was, but then he remembered: he was a fugitive hiding in the ventilation system of a troop carrier, hunted everywhere by an army of fanatics armed to the tip of the tail.

	What happened? He was about to get to his feet, but he realized it might not be such a good idea, given the narrowness of the pipe. More worryingly, the world didn’t spin only in his dream; the whole ship was rolling like a pinwheel. He immediately started to crawl to reach the ventilation opening of the soldiers’ bedroom, to spy on their movements.

	The floor was covered by fluff from the deserted nests due to the haste with which they left them. The last soldiers had just finished dressing in the mimetic black suits captured from the Shindam; the angry eye of Zhan was painted, rather clumsily, on their chests. They quickly sank in the exoskeletons pulled from the racks, latched the portable jets and breathing recyclers onto their backs, and disappeared in the dark corridors. 

	The finding wasn’t exactly reassuring, particularly the breathing tubes. Gill had to decide fast if he should follow them into the unknown or wait for the transporter to return to Alixxor. 

	The violent rolling of the carrier slammed him to the wall. What madness were the temples up to this time? Maybe they attacked the alien ships in space, he thought, horrified. If so, lingering in the helpless tin box had a great chance of ending up badly.

	Gill tried to push the grill into the room, but it was too much for his powers. The cover had been fastened tightly; no matter how hard he pressed, he couldn’t push it from its hinges. He felt time leaking through his fingers like the white sand of Antyra II. He imagined the troop carrier floating, oblivious, in front of a huge laser lens that was about to endow it with a brand-new opening. How could he reach the racks of equipment? He had no tools, except for the bracelet…

	The solution came quickly, but this time, he couldn’t follow it that easily: I’m going to drag the space behind the grill and step inside. His inability to understand how the bracelet worked worried him greatly. He was afraid that jumping through the grill might kill him. Or maybe not. The longer he thought about it, the more he became convinced it was going to work. The bracelet didn’t just compress the space; otherwise, each time he had jumped, he would have passed a high-pressure wall of air, heated to at least several hundred degrees. More likely, the artifact could bring a distant patch nearby through a shortcut in the very fabric of the space-time continuum!

	Still worried that he might have made a flawed assumption, he decided to go along with it. He could see enough of the floor through the narrow slits to do the jump; he anxiously grabbed a square of space, and holding his breath, he stepped in the distortion. 

	In the next instant, he found himself on the bedroom floor, with all his limbs still attached to his body! He turned his head in disbelief at the ventilation grill, unable to grasp what he had just done.

	Another wild tumbling reminded him he had no time to waste, so he eagerly grabbed a couple of black suits like the ones worn by the soldiers. He knew he had to find one exactly to his measurements because in the vacuum of space, the suit had to fit tightly on the body to avoid a nasty wound or an even nastier death. Luckily, the second one fit perfectly.

	The exoskeleton extended once he touched it. After he put the helmet on and felt the pressurization in his hearing lobes, he calmed down a bit: no one could recognize him now. As soon as he finished dressing, he rushed to the corridor, wobbling on his feet. 

	The hallway was long and narrow, the only lights being the blue laser beams of the alarms60 leading to the rear exit.

	The rear access hatch dangled open, allowing him to peer outside. At first, he didn’t recognize the view, but then he had to admit he knew the place, in spite of the terrible carnage visible through the open door. Dozens of huge, contorted cranes lying on top of massive piles of debris were all that was left from the Ropolis spaceport! The temples had launched the first serious attack of a new civil war, and the victim was the mining town itself!

	If he needed further proof that Baila had lost his scent, he had it before his very eyes. Their economy had collapsed, and the cold was threatening to wipe out the Antyran civilization, yet the biggest urge of the sublime prophet was to attack the mining world, right under the nose of the aliens. The future doesn’t smell good, he thought, shaking his head in disbelief.

	The ship stabilized about two thousand feet from the ground. It couldn’t fly any closer to the landing platform, which was full of debris—most of it still smoldering. Large pieces of metal, craters, twisted cranes, and pipes littered the area. No pilot in his right tail would try to land among the wreckage piled on the runway.

	However, floating above the city didn’t seem to be a smart option, either. As he was thinking about staying in the carrier for the time being, he noticed another ship of similar design approaching them. Fresh troops for the invasion? he thought. Soon, he was going to find out… or maybe not, because two orange, bright globes burst from the skeleton of a mangled crane somewhere on his right. They quickly approached the nearby carrier and started to creep along its fuselage, as if they wanted to caress it with their warm light reflected by the black paint of the ship. The spheres seemed animated by a sinister life of their own, a pair of carnivores lustfully sniffing the fear of their prey before launching a savage assault. When they reached the right engine, they finally found what they were looking for. In an instant, both of them burst toward it.

	The two fireballs helped him reach the sensible decision to bail out of the carrier, to avoid the unpleasant situation of ending the day scattered in many pieces over the landing strip. He pulled the space as far as the grid allowed. One more step and he’d be outside. Unfortunately, that was the precise moment when he ran out of time. The terrible explosion of the nearby carrier’s right engine ripped its wing altogether. In the next second, it came crashing into Gill’s ship.

	The shock threw him up from the floor and smacked his head into the pipes on the ceiling, which started to twist along with the whole carrier, spitting liquids and hot radioactive gases everywhere. Still dizzy from the impact, Gill pulled the space again and grabbed the thick pipe above his head to drag himself out of the doomed ship.

	Just when he left the transport, he was surrounded by a wall of fire. His hearts sank, waiting for the explosion of the fusion reactors… Yet by an incredible stroke of luck, they survived, sparing him from a million-degree cloud of hot gas that would have turned him into walking plasma.

	Gravity was not nearly as strong as on Antyra I, but the distance to the ground was decreasing sharply. After several long seconds, he found out how to start the backpack jet from the controls on the left wrist of the exoskeleton. In this way, he could accelerate or slow down with a simple hand motion.

	The ships were falling into complete silence. He knew they were coming after him like a pack of guvals—it was enough to lean his head back to glimpse their twisted silhouettes a short distance above, entangled in a deadly whirlwind ready to pull him in. Against his instinct, he turned his fist to the ground to accelerate as fast as he could.

	The carriers exploded when they hit the runway. Even though he was quite far from them, the hot gases ejected from the blast threw him around like a piece of rag just as he was about to land. Luckily, the frame of the exoskeleton saved his tail from any serious injury. 

	The crane from where the rebels—or whatever they were—fired at the carrier resembled a fluorescent sea creature due to the swarm of hologuided jelly patches fired by the invading troops. The soldiers detonated them all at once, turning the crane into a cloud of metal shards that pierced the nearby buildings like a salvo of rikanes. The suicidal attack was a very profitable exchange, though, because nobody from the second carrier got out alive.

	There was still opposition after the return of the gods! A proof that cowardice was not a disease of the space era, as many were tempted to believe, but a tough shell that could be broken during hard times, like today.

	Who were the ones who took arms against Baila’s army? Most likely repulsives like him, determined to go down fighting. And for the first time since the beginning of the madness he didn’t feel alone. A voice whispered in his gills that the temples would fail to occupy the whole city in one day, that they wouldn’t be able to destroy it without a trace. Maybe he’d find allies to hide his tail from the prophet’s fury.

	Scenes of utter chaos were unfolding around him as far as he could see. The spaceport—which was built on a higher platform than the rest of the city—had been thoroughly wrecked, except for a small terminal a few thousand feet from him. Dozens of Antyrans in patchy spacesuits were running out of it. On Zhan’s eye, what were they doing in the middle of the battle? He noticed several soldiers handling portable jets. The first such group took off in great haste toward one of the troop carriers, which hovered at five thousand feet above them. Obviously, they were Baila’s agents on Antyra III. If the prophet had no use for their services anymore, it couldn’t bode well for the rest of the city…

	Half of the city dome was gone, collapsed over the buildings, and the other half wasn’t looking too good, either. The attackers had torn it with lasers, and it seemed that only its ambition to defy the laws of gravity was keeping it from falling to the ground. The city’s atmosphere had vanished into space—there was nothing to keep it in place—and along with it went the pressurization of the Blue Crevice,61 the rift on top of which the Ropolis dome was raised.

	Not a single building remained undamaged on the surface city. Some only lost their windows, but many ended up pulverized by the decompression.

	The first rays of light crept between two large, yellow dunes at the horizon, heralding another star-rise. The plateau around the town was scattered with millions of bits of colored debris, contrasting the monotony of the sand. Jets, trees, fragments of buildings, food from the distribution centers, black spots of ore, trains, cranes, and elevators, all ended up sucked in by the vacuum’s insatiable hunger and thrown several miles away from the city.

	Gill could see the domes of other cities or mining colonies in the distance, some large and majestic, others less than a thousand feet in diameter; in one place, around twenty domes meandered along another huge crevice opened in the rich crust of the planet. All were under attack from Baila’s spaceships. One by one, they ended up sliced by lasers, spilling their bountiful content over the scorched sand of the plateau.

	For a brief moment, the star-rise blinded him, and then he saw an enormous pile of contorted metals lodged deeply into the planet’s crust. He wished he didn’t recognize the thing… It was an artifact fallen from orbit, one of the stellar shields! Gill looked again at the sky as if he could be mistaken, as if the majestic silhouettes of the barriers could still be there, with their edges magically lit by star-rise, to protect the cities from the deadly twilight… But a black void was grinning defiantly into his face from the place where they should have been. Thirty years of colossal building, the proof of the Antyrans’ genius and tenacity, was destroyed in a heartbeat. Gill felt his blood boiling up to his head spikes. So much work, so many resources wasted… for what?

	A cloud of debris floated aimlessly near the spot where the shields once stood. Now and then, metallic fragments rained down, striking the dunes with bright flashes of light.

	The landing place wasn’t exactly the best place to hide, and not only due to the battle raging around him. He had to find a shelter—ideally, before the star incinerated him with its merciless rays, now that the space shields had fallen. Already the flames of the dawn were burning like a giant oven, and the cooling devices of his spacesuit were showing signs of being overwhelmed. He started to run among the debris scattered on the runway while listening to the nearby war chatter.

	“The blue triangle, engage the crevice!” ordered a commanding voice.

	“Forcing in at seven! Walk behind for cover,” exclaimed a worried soldier.

	“Take care! The others had—”

	“… under attack!” the voice from a moment ago yelled in panic. “Fire! Fire! They’re coming from behind! Send… aaaargh!” The transmission ended abruptly, leaving no doubt about what had happened.

	“On Zhan’s eye!” the commander cried in anger. “Blue triangle, go to seven!”

	After Gill reached the end of the runway, he ran inside the spaceport through the crumbling gateway of a public terminal, now little more than a pile of rubble. 

	Heavy fighting was still taking place inside the building. Not far from him, in what once was a beautiful glass dome, a soldier was watching the corridors on the second level.

	“They fired from above! Take cover!” he yelled through the holophone as he propelled a jelly patch from his launcher. 

	The pulsing jelly buzzed through the room, guided by the soldier from his portable holophone, on which it faithfully broadcasted the hologram of its surroundings. In the end, it stuck on a ceiling not far from them. The soldier touched a button; a short blast erupted, almost invisible in the absence of an atmosphere, and the entire gallery came crashing down in a hurry, followed by a huge cloud of dust.

	Before the dust settled, Gill ran past the soldier toward what appeared to be a large hole in the wall, leading to the city. He jumped over the smoldering debris—mostly impossible to identify—hoping that the rebels had better things to do than waste their batteries on his tail.

	He got out of the spaceport without further incident, and the central square of Ropolis opened in front of him. On his left, he spotted the statue of the black triangle raised by Baila some sixteen years before, to mark his displeasure with the city’s architects who had announced the birth of the first artificial intelligence. Today’s invasion was the last chapter of that spectacular story. 

	The main square was devoid of statues or buildings, except for a pair of train terminals riddled with holes that bordered a ring of golden handrails, right in the middle of it. Gill had never been to Ropolis, but just like any Antyran, he knew what was behind the handrails: the most incredible form of relief in the whole Antyran system, the Blue Crevice!

	Antyra’s star was shining on the handrails, turning them into a ring of fire. Despite the lack of an atmosphere, the various particles stirred up by the explosions along with the smoke of the materials heated up by the dawn’s light slowly began to form a bluish mist, dense and sinister, blurring the heinous wounds of a colony that used to be the capital of Antyra III…

	Another group of soldiers burst out of the spaceport, running to the crevice. Once they reached the handrails, they jumped over without the slightest hesitation.

	Not wanting to remain alone in the glaring light, exposed to some trigger-happy townsfolk and unsure how long his suit could handle the heat, he ran after them.

	And then… he saw it! Although its width didn’t exceed two hundred yards, its depth was a different story altogether. The lights on the walls allowed him to peer into the staggering abyss for more than forty miles! The probes had charted it four times that much, and still hadn’t finished the job.

	Viewed from above, the chasm loosely resembled a rhomboid with irregular margins due to the shifting of the fault lines, which also fused its walls together. The fabled veins of blue ore, some thicker than ten feet, ran through the grayish-yellow rock throughout the entire depth of the chasm. 

	A huge maze of tectonic caverns could be reached from the walls of the abyss. They mostly followed the rift, and many could reach miles in length, their floors being covered by giant rocks detached from the ceilings during earthquakes.

	He saw the rails of the transparent elevators along the walls of the abyss, which not long ago brought the Antyrans from the depths to the surface and all the way back. As expected, the cabins were thoroughly destroyed, their torn carcasses still hanging on the tracks. Here and there, large ceramic windows embedded in the stone betrayed the tracks of the spiral trains leading to the entrances of the underground city. 

	Gill had no doubt that the lower levels remained largely pressurized because, as far as he remembered, the inhabited galleries had large automatic doors able to protect them in case of calamity. How long would they be able to hold off the assault? Only time would tell…

	Where the entries to the largest caves had pierced the walls of the abyss, the Antyrans had built large terraces for elevators. The first domes of the colonists and several ore refineries were built at level 4, right on the floors of two large caverns extending in opposite directions from the crevice. Level 4 was currently deserted.

	A second wave of colonization saw the first artificial platforms built on the floors of several large caverns at greater depths. They were easy to build from compressed ore tailings melted by microwaves—a more practical solution than moving millions of tons of rocks piled on the floors of the natural caves.

	The last rush of construction spilled into the deepest tunnels dug by the flames of the miners. That was why, in time, the ramifications of the city became colossal, following the richest ore veins.

	Gill saw hundreds of black dots falling tremendously quickly into the abyss—each of them was a soldier invading the subterranean city. There was no other way of entry, so he grabbed the hot handrail and abandoned himself to the mercy of the hungry void, which sucked him into its infinite bowels. Very soon, however, he started his jetpack to slow down, since the speed of a free-falling object in the absence of an atmosphere will quickly increase to ridiculous values.

	The first entrances appeared to have been breached and assaulted by powerful units. Gill couldn’t see much in the speed of his fall, but he glimpsed the lights of some massive explosions flashing along the dark corridors. If he had the unfortunate idea to enter, he would have landed in the middle of the fighting.

	The battle raged fiercely as he descended. Surprisingly, the townsfolk were fighting much stronger than anyone could have imagined. Surely Baila hadn’t dreamed of such opposition, although His Greatness should have anticipated it. After all, the black triangle in the central square was his masterpiece, and any inhabitant of a city owning such a gift would have known how much love to expect from the prophet…

	After a short while, it appeared that he had reached the front line. Each time a pressurized door was breached, the fiery outflow of air brought countless pieces of debris in the crevice, along with a thick cloud of dust. In addition to these hazards, he had to avoid all kinds of floating devices parked nearby that followed the temple troops. Among them, he recognized the black spheres, the sinister neural inductors from whose effect he was now shielded inside the exoskeleton.

	Around him, hundreds of fighters were flying in all directions like swarms of licants caught in the whirls of the vardannes. 

	A small spark of light entered a tunnel a thousand feet above him, and a violent flame erupted, followed by the gallery’s depressurization. As soon as the air went out, a dozen or so soldiers rushed in the entry breached by the jelly patch and disappeared into the darkness, followed by various hologuided devices. However, in a blink of an eye, a rebel ambush threw them back into the crevice, in more pieces than they had entered. He had to look upward to avoid the rocks, fragments of blast doors, and mangled soldiers sucked into the void. Some of them were probably alive, knocked unconscious by the blasts.

	He wanted to pass the bulk of the fighters, but the further he descended, the rain of debris became thicker and faster. Surely he was now close to the center of the city because the entryways were large and bright. And here most of the soldiers were amassed.

	“Where’s your weapon?” a threatening voice barked in his helmet.

	He turned around, surprised, to find the owner of the voice. A soldier was falling nearby, followed by another one. No doubt they believed him a deserter, their lenses pointed at his chest, ready to shoot.

	“What’s your unit?” the angry soldier shouted again.

	Gill had no idea what to say. He shook his head while he thought of something to buy more time before they figured out he wasn’t one of them. Slowly, as if by accident, he started to slide closer to the nearest wall. 

	Driven by inspiration, he made a sign that his holophone was broken.

	“Can you hear me? Come with us to sector 19!” the soldier ordered. “Switch on the backup transmitter!” 

	“I’ll hook him to my holophone,” said his companion. 

	Holding a cable pulled out of his exoskeleton, he approached Gill.

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Gill muttered between his teeth. 

	“What did you s—” the first soldier began, surprised, but he didn’t have time to end his sentence because both of them had reached the grid distortion that Gill had placed in their way. 

	They found themselves near the wall, above a transparent elevator parked on a broken track. Due to their tremendous haste, they punched through the roof and scattered in pieces on its floor.

	The war remained somewhere above Gill’s tail, and the time had come to sneak into the city—hopefully, before his luck ran out, as he had no way to avoid the debris coming faster and faster from above. But there was the small problem of getting through the closed gates… 

	A shiver froze his head spikes. Some agents falling into the crevice were screaming with un-Antyran voices in their holophones while their suits were ripped to pieces by infernal machines. He glanced at a dead body on a terrace, its helmet punched in three places. One of these bizarre weapons was still squirming under the visor… some sort of artificial licant? 

	How did the townsfolk build such devices under the eyes of the Shindam’s officials and Baila’s agents? Well, the Antyran government never stuck its tail in the deep tunnels, which hid all sorts of rumored secrets, like the distilleries of forbidden aromas. And after all, the Ropolitans had the brightest minds of the Antyran civilization on their side, the architects of the artificial intelligences.

	As he began to think seriously about turning back to search for a broken door, he saw a black gap opened among the bluish veins. The gate was missing! Had it been blown away by the soldiers? He had no idea, but since there was no one nearby, it seemed a good place to try his luck. He stopped his fall and landed on the edge of the entrance.

	The gallery in front of him didn’t seem as dark as he expected, being lit by a row of jelly patches glued at regular intervals along the wall. He realized with surprise that they were not simple lights but exploding charges left behind by the temple soldiers.

	The laser sensor of the first bomb scanned his holophone as he walked nearby and turned off without exploding. Surely a rebel wouldn’t be so lucky if he ventured in the area.

	Gill had walked more than a hundred yards inside the gallery when cries of horror suddenly burst through his holophone, followed by several short laser pulses that lit up the depths of the tunnel. He had no way to find out what was happening, but Gill didn’t need much imagination to understand that the soldiers in front of him had a problem. He stopped, undecided if he should run back or keep his ground. Instinctively, he steadied his feet, waiting for another decompression shock, but it didn’t come. Instead, from somewhere deep in the tunnel, the pulsing patches turned off their eyes, one after another. 

	Gill had no doubt that the darkness that was coming quickly toward him had killed the initiates. He set his helmet to the infrared spectrum, hoping to see the cause of this unexplained phenomenon. And then he saw it: a swarm of metal licants! After a few moments, the flying projectiles detected him and rushed to punch his visor.

	Panic stricken, he pulled the space in front of him. The metal licants entered the distortion and found themselves thrown thirty feet backward. They kept advancing, but they fell again and again in the same loop, unable to touch Gill, who was struggling hard to make sure no uninvited creature evaded his net.

	The things didn’t insist for long. All of them stopped at once, turned back, and disappeared into the darkness. 

	Gill didn’t know what to make of this. Maybe there was an operator beyond their little eyes who had noticed his small un-Antyran maneuver? The bracelet could be a terrific weapon in anyone’s hands, and he didn’t want to spill its secrets… 

	He tried a few hesitating steps forward, ready for the next attack, but it never came. 

	When he reached the place where he saw the explosions, he found several black bodies coiled on the floor, their spacesuits torn apart by the sinister swarm. Some of them still had hungry metal licants inside of them, throbbing with excitement while ripping the tender meat. Fortunately, the devices appeared to be too passionate about what they were doing to attack him. Or maybe they had their orders.

	After another mile through the gallery, he found that it ended in a compact wall. Since he couldn’t find any trace of a secondary tunnel or even a hole, no matter how small, he couldn’t understand its purpose—a fake entry, a trap?

	He turned back, chagrined at the thought of having to come up with a new plan, but then he froze. To his great surprise, the way back looked nothing like the way he had come from! The side walls were gone; in fact, they had been sophisticated holograms. Mirages on top of mirages, mirrors everywhere—no wonder the attackers ended up decimated!

	He was at a crossroads of at least six major galleries. Less than thirty feet away, he saw a group of rebel fighters armed to the gills. He stretched his arms to show them he was disarmed, and shouted through the holophone, “Don’t shoot! I surrender!”

	He was fully aware that his life hung by the tip of the tail, and yet he felt no trace of fear; his metamorphosis into a Sigian soldier had become almost complete. He waited, tense as a spring, ready to jump into a distortion at the smallest sign that someone would aim a laser lens toward him. But the townsfolk didn’t make any hostile gestures in his direction. On the contrary, he had the feeling they were waiting for him.

	Now he had no doubt that his little confrontation in the tunnel hadn’t passed unnoticed; otherwise, why would they lift the veil of camouflage that hid their secrets?

	Just when he opened his mouth to greet them, he closed it again because he saw their eyes through the transparent visors—and they were shut!

	After watching them closely, he noticed a row of transparent suction cups on their head spikes, with plastic wires going to their backs. They were connected to the virtual reality! Surely not asleep but in some sort of deep trance. How it was possible to keep their eyes closed but still see and move as if they were awake? Could they have holoscanners connected to their kyis? And above all, who was handling their bodies? Could it be that their consciousness was sheltered in a parallel reality, or did they have other masters hidden in the dark tunnels? 

	Gill began to understand Baila’s hurry to wipe them out. The architects created abominations damned from the first pages on the Book of Creation Inrumiral, Antyrans perhaps missing their kyis or perhaps missing their own lives… They had broken all written and unwritten barriers, spoken or unspoken pledges… They mocked Zhan. If they were left unchecked, who knew what else they would defile?

	The group stepped out of his way, letting him go. Without a word, one of them pointed a finger to a narrow tunnel. 

	Soon, he reached another closed door. As he approached to search for a console, it opened widely. Without hesitation, he moved past another group of trance warriors that was about to exit. He went through another door some fifty yards away, which opened into an oval enclosure before locking behind him.

	After several moments, the green light on his forearm alerted him that breathable air was being pumped into the room. He approached a gate made of thick silvery steel, which, to his satisfaction, opened automatically. Behind it was the city of Ropolis!

	The second stage of expansion, he thought. He walked into a giant cavern, very tall and narrow, split at the middle by a horizontal platform. The walls were dark yellow, like most of the crevice, and on the left side, they were traversed by an incredibly shiny silver vein. A purple rock slab about a hundred yards tall rose from the floor, close to the right wall of the cavern. 

	The artificial floor of the city was opaque and black, yet the streets were cast in transparent ceramic. They meandered in all directions, leading to countless other tunnels opened in the huge walls. If he looked down, he could see the natural bottom of the gallery four hundred yards below, covered in mounds of rock detritus of all sizes and shapes, piled during the eons.

	On his left, the platform ended in a gentle slope cut by artificial terraces. Several blue or orange domes were scattered on them. At the end of this small hill, the wall climbed vertically for about a thousand feet, joining the right wall in a pointy archway. The alley on which he stepped was bordered by identical orange domes, probably the homes of the miners.

	The street was patrolled by several Antyrans in trance. 

	“Don’t shoot! I surrender!” Gill shouted through the speaker, his arms stretched out horizontally, according to the war customs. 

	“Who are you?” a voice asked through his holophone—strangely, he couldn’t see any soldiers moving their lips.

	He grabbed his helmet and slowly took it off his head. 

	“I’m Gillabrian,” he said simply.

	 


CHAPTER 10.

	Many stories were told in a whisper, with feigned disgust and sometimes a dash of envy, about the mining city. It was rumored that deadly secrets lay hidden in the deepest tunnels, secrets that the Antyrans outlawed by the Shindam’s cowardice or hunted down by the temples’ assassins were trying to keep buried as far as possible from the prying eyes of both sides; that things had spun out of control and that terrible abominations were being cooked in the printers buried inside the caverns. Of course, most of them were exaggerations born from the overactive imaginations of some gullible Antyrans who believed that any fantasy was possible and loved to wrinkle their spikes for a good night story. Yet, some of the rumors might just have been true, because if under the dome at the surface there was some pretense of an administration, deep underground, the reality didn’t follow any official master plan.

	According to the legends, the cursed city—as Baila had called it sixteen years ago—was hiding the bixanid62 players. Whoever smelled the bixan seeds was expelled from his or her shell right in the sublime trance of the virtual realms. How the realms looked, how the bixanids played the games populated with artificial intelligences weirder than the most fertile imagination could have conceived, the Antyrans outside Ropolis could only assume. Few Antyrans were allowed to reach the deepest underground levels, and the ones who already lived there never came out to tell.

	No doubt the archivists were loathed by the temples because they dared to shake off the dust from a past they wanted forgotten. But if the archivists were hated, the architects had passed this stage when they started to flirt with the idea of creating artificial intelligences to work for them. Promptly, the prophet decreed that the suggestion was “the ultimate heresy.” Zhan, and only Zhan, had the right to give life from stardust mixed with teardrops seeped from his temple. And yet, some architects worked on it, and the punishment for their transgressions had to be death. Hence, their exodus on Ropolis began.

	In the last decades, the city had become the center of heretical research, and many fugitives running from the Zhan’s Children assassins found a safe haven in the dark tunnels of the crevice. Even the black triangle in the main square didn’t frighten anyone; in fact, it did little more than show Baila’s impotence to reach the underground levels, where he actually wanted it installed.

	Therefore, the best-kept secret of the city, the deepest hidden, was this one. It was known with certainty that the town was the hideout of the AI creators, but no one knew for sure where to find them. The Shindam’s orders came on secret channels, and the AI crystals were delivered in like manner—most of the time, cleverly slipped out in the ore freighters. The acronte Regisulben, although officially angry that he had lost control of the mines, closed his nostrils and worked with the architects on their terms, knowing all too well that this was the only sensible method to keep them alive, far from Baila’s long claws. 

	But the Shindam had ceased to exist. The wall between the architects and Baila’s blind fury disappeared, and the prophet took over the council’s most terrible weapons.

	Baila wasn’t excessively concerned by the wild rumors about the domes for group mating, nor the four healing platforms for sex switches and banned transplants alleged to exist at level 9. But the architects had to be annihilated before they did more harm. They were the ones hunted by Baila’s massive attack against the world, and that was why his army’s mission was to gouge Ropolis out of the planet’s crust.

	Several hours passed since Gill had burst into the underground, and the battle was heating up. A dozen dazzling explosions reverberated strongly into the cavern, followed by the muffled rumblings of collapsing rocks. After each blast, violent trepidations stung him through the boots, and the air became hazy due to the dust raised from the cracks in the walls. The air turbines were powered to full speed while the Antyrans disappeared inside the domes, protected by their own filters. The problem, as Gill knew all too well, was that the planet’s dust was unlike any other one: on Ropolis, the dust killed. The blame lay, of course, in the lack of an atmosphere. If on the other planets the wind and especially the water polished the tiny particles, on Antyra III, that didn’t happen. The specks of dust were little more than toxic needles, their edges sharper than a sarpan, and they had the interesting habit of sticking to any surface, destroying the joints of various installations with amazing ease. If someone were to breathe them, the unfortunate victim could expect a slow and excruciating death. That was why the floors and walls of the inhabited caverns were microwaved to vitrify them. But the shockwaves opened deep cracks in the walls, releasing the dust and raising a deadly fog over the domes.

	A loud noise approached from the left wall before gradually spreading upward and to Gill’s right, until he was surrounded. The sound of the battle resembled the heavy breathing of a monstrous guval lurking in the caverns. The beast had undoubtedly smelled the hole where he lay hidden, but it deliberately prolonged the waiting to torment him, to play with him without haste, to circle him, knowing he had no way of escaping this time…

	When he jumped into the Blue Crevice, he didn’t hear anything due to the lack of an atmosphere. Here, on the other tail, the noises were carried through the stone strongly amplified. And the agonizing wait, the uncertainty, was driving him out of his smell. He would have preferred to be outside in the middle of the fight than helplessly waiting for the battle to reach him.

	After a painfully long wait, the blasts started to wind down; they were fewer and far between, farther and farther away… Then, as if by magic, they stopped altogether. Gill was expecting to see Baila’s soldiers roaming the streets, but surprisingly, they failed to show up. Was the defense of the city so fierce that the rebels fought off the attackers? He could only hope to find out soon.

	The trance fighters had brought him into a rudimentary orange bedroom consisting of a stone floor on which half a dozen nests were scattered in total disarray. Their synthetic fluff was colored in strident shades and, judging by the smell, unchanged for a long time. He was hoping to be treated well, although two of them were guarding the entrance—he doubted that they were there only for his protection. Most certainly, they had the mission to prevent him from roaming freely through Ropolis, at least till he had a chance to meet the architects.

	An unnatural cold trickled into his body, reminding him of the old stories about the ten merchants who became lost on a stormy night while crossing the Ricopa Glacier, one by one lured to their death by Dedris’s malefic aromas. He was alive, with the bracelet on his arm, but the rebels knew. They already knew too much, first from the holofluxes, where Baila streamed desperate calls for his capture—unprecedented in all of Antyra’s history—then from his little playing with the metal licants.

	All the smells were leading to the artifact, but he couldn’t tell the truth and hand over the fate of Sigia on the tails of some strangers. He would have to meet the architects to smell if he could trust them, to find if they were going to help him hide from Baila’s revenge without asking too many questions, to see if they were going to be allies or enemies.

	The door opened suddenly, and two rebel soldiers in trance appeared at the doorstep, armed with laser lenses. The air in the cavern had become clear again, so they could go out safely even without a spacesuit helmet.

	“Follow me,” the same voice told him on the holophone; again, he didn’t see any soldiers moving their lips.

	“What happened with the attack?” he asked them.

	No one answered his question.

	“Were they repulsed?” he made another vain attempt to start a discussion.

	“Follow me,” the voice repeated in the same neutral tone.

	A four-seat, driverless magneto-jet steered by an artificial intelligence was waiting for them near the dome. They started off quickly, Gill sitting in a front seat and the two silent guards in the rear seats. The cockpit was transparent, so he could see the landscape in all directions, which was a very nice thing in case he might be forced to flee again. They turned toward the left wall of the cavern on a gentle slope between the domes. The road led to an irregular opening at the edge of a small plateau above the buildings.

	As soon as they drove into the gallery, Gill felt he had stepped into the magical realm of Melchida the Greedy: they were inside a geode greater than imagination could conceive, its gray walls covered in large purple crystals, magically shining in the lights of their jet. Unfortunately, his unconscious companions—so accustomed to the riches of the mining planet—didn’t let him gaze at the crystal wonders around them. A small magnetic platform hurried up with a twitch, changing the direction several times to follow the meanders of the geode. Sometimes the walls were so close they almost touched their jet.

	When they reached the end of the formation, they found another small crevice leading to a wide, twisted gallery dug into a dark green conglomerate, without crystals. From place to place, other magnetic elevators or tunnels opened on its sides. The floor was covered in a thick layer of mining dust, patched here and there by black hydrocarbon blobs. In several places, Gill could see streaks and circular marks left by some heavy containers dragged to the platforms. The deeper ones had stirred a snowlike salt.

	Near the largest exit, the gallery was horribly torn on the right side of their path. They could barely squeeze around the hole, yet the magnetic field was still working. Something big had fallen through an elevator shaft and smashed the massive rock wall like a shell, biting the tunnel’s floor. Through this hole, they could gaze at the inhabited cavern they just left. Gill could see the mangled debris of some metal containers holding blue lumps of ore scattered around several destroyed domes, close to the road they had just followed into the geode. He couldn’t understand how the cavern remained pressurized if the temple soldiers reached so close to it, but undoubtedly, the architects had installed several safety measures to guard the precious atmosphere of the underground city from the insatiable hunger of the vacuum.

	After they passed the crash site, the road continued with ups and downs through various shafts and deep caverns. Although the caves were huge at first, they slowly became smaller and darker. The last ones were little more than small uninhabited holes linked by artificial corridors. Finally, the jet reached a glass elevator and began to descend vertically for several miles.

	They reached a layer of pitch-black rock, the walls of the horizontal gallery being covered with tiny crystals shining in myriad iridescences. For about fifty yards, a burst of yellow sulfur crystals precipitated in rivers of fire, alternating with black stripes of the other mineral. 

	They stopped on a platform close to a parking lot for magneto-jets. From there, it seemed they had to travel on foot.

	“Put your helmet on!” the voice ordered on his holophone.

	Gill hesitated to do so, failing to understand the reasons of the hidden Antyran. Why did he ask such a thing? Were they about to enter an area without air so far from the battlefield? Or maybe he wants to keep me hidden from the other townsfolk? The disturbing thought stung him. Regardless, Gill was convinced that asking for an explanation would be in vain because the voice wouldn’t bother to answer. Therefore, he slowly sealed his helmet and followed his companions.

	The path led to a fairly large tunnel excavated into the familiar blue layer, following the meanders of the ore vein. After another door, he stepped on a narrow street bordered by rooms dug directly into the rock. Their front walls were adorned by rivers of tiny lights whirling in strange patterns. He suspected that the lights were some sort of orientation devices in the underground. The rivers had different hues and usually led to a larger building painted in the same shade as them… maybe the famous game nests he had heard so much about… Gill wanted to look inside, but his guards rushed him to hurry his steps. A couple of times, though, he managed to glimpse the gamers coiled in colorful nests or directly on the warm floors, all connected to the virtual world.

	The road gave way to an impressive square. A massive two-story dome resembling a pair of coils placed one on top of the other stood right in the middle of it. 

	One of the guards entered the building, so Gill followed his steps. It took a while to adjust his eyes to the darkness, but then he saw several groups of Antyrans lying in niches carved into the walls, all of them immersed in a deep trance, totally unaware of their presence. A real trance for once—unlike his guards, who, although sleeping, were able to move around just fine.

	They walked upstairs to an acajaa storeroom. The first guard touched an empty shelf, which promptly folded into the floor, exposing the wall behind it. The soldier stepped forward, vanishing through the stone! It was a concealed passage camouflaged by a hologram. Beyond it, a narrow corridor descended steeply far below the ground floor. It ended in another tunnel—this time so narrow that two Antyrans could barely walk side by side, yet its walls were over sixty feet in height. It didn’t appear very long, though, but that was just an illusion due to the camouflage. Gill realized that only now he had reached the core of the forbidden city.

	Once they passed through another hidden wall, they reached a big cavern resembling a hive, populated by hundreds of ghostlike Antyrans walking in all directions. For the first time, he had the opportunity to meet townsfolk with their eyes open. Sometimes they appeared from a wall, only to vanish inside another rock or descend some concealed stairs. A couple of times, he only saw a head or a torso popping out before it disappeared under the camouflage. Dizzy and bewildered, Gill understood he had no chance of finding his way alone. If Baila could see what his eyes saw, he would realize that any attempt to seize Ropolis by force was doomed.

	Behind another camouflage, there was a small tunnel leading to a square surrounded by small stone facades. They weren’t buildings in the true sense, just simple walls closing the holes carved in the sides of the cavern.

	They entered one of them, and the guards stopped for a brief moment, giving him a chance to look closely at the Antyrans coiled in nests or in the niches dug into the walls. They seemed immersed in a deep coma, and he immediately noticed something even more disturbing: quite a number of them had artificial feeding tubes coming out of their bellies; a few were connected to devices to keep them alive. Had they been wounded in the fight? Strangely, no one was helping them… But then he noticed that all the intubated were old and wrinkled—mere shadows of their former selves, most likely unable to support their weight on their feeble feet with all the help of the planet’s low gravity… much less carry around a laser lens…

	The younger bixanids had no tubes or other devices, save for the interfaces attached to their spikes—they looked just like any other Antyrans of their age.

	The two guards pointed to a concealed opening. Gill obeyed the order and walked through the stone, hoping to finally meet the architects. 

	Beyond the rock was a small, darkened room… and no welcome committee. Another prison, even smaller and more unwelcome than the first one. Ridiculous! He had no time to waste with foolish riddles. Gill turned back to exit through the hologram, but he banged his head on the door.

	He rubbed his spikes, which were pulsing in pain, and stretched his hands to find a way to open it. His fingers disappeared into the camouflage and met the coldness of a metallic wall. He was captive! Furious by the finding, he banged his fist on the wall and shouted from all his gills, “Open the door!”

	No one bothered to answer, so Gill abandoned the futile attempt to get out. He looked around his prison and saw two nests filled with a pinkish synthetic fluff of poor quality. He wasn’t alone, as he thought: someone was coiled in one of them. Gill approached cautiously, but his companion was a skeletal old Antyran sunk into a deep trance—his body pierced by feeding tubes and other machines whose functions were not entirely clear to Gill.

	There was a holophone near the small holotheater dug into the floor. He had to admit, he had never seen something that old—surely a device brought by the first wave of colonists. The room had no windows, except for a tiny skylight ten feet from the floor, a tired propeller spinning slowly in it. He carefully pulled the space in front of the opening and looked through the distortion. There was a small, deserted street bordered by several rooms.

	While contemplating the street view, he realized that the room became brighter. Gill turned in time to see a hologram materialized without warning in the holotheater—a rudeness hard to accept under normal circumstances.

	The visitor was visible down to the waist, and nothing of his room could be seen in Gill’s holophone—which again was a serious lack of manners according to the Antyran protocols. He could clearly read the message: they treated him as a prisoner and not as their guest. 

	His companion had a face slightly rounder than the average Antyran, with smaller but very expressive eyes. The thick spikes on his head betrayed an extraordinary robustness. Overall, he looked more like a fighter than an architect.

	Gill welcomed him with the standard salute by turning his palm up and down, but he received no reply other than an icy gaze that seemed sharp enough to drill out the secrets locked inside his skull. 

	“I’ve two questions for you,” the Antyran started dryly, without introducing himself. “How did you get here, and why?”

	The voice… it was the one he heard in the holophones of the sleeping rebels. Maybe he judged him wrongly, maybe he was one of the city’s architects… However, Gill only needed a glance to decide he didn’t trust him a bit. The Antyran was precisely the last being on Antyra he would entrust with the secrets of the Sigian bracelet.

	“I’m Gillabrian,” he replied, pretending he didn’t notice his coldness.

	“I’d be astonished to find one Antyran who doesn’t know who you are after the prophet’s fine efforts!” the Antyran exploded. “That’s not what I asked!”

	“If you know who I am, and if the ritual of the palm has any meaning for you, I demand to know who I’m talking to,” he said, deciding to fight back. He had nothing to win by appearing weak in front of such a bully. True, the events were not under his control, but they weren’t entirely under his questioner’s will, either, even though it seemed he entertained the idea.

	“I’m asking the questions here! Restrain yourself from asking anything, and give me the answers I seek!”

	“In that case, I’m afraid we have reached a dead end,” Gill said, raising the stakes. “I refuse.”

	“All right! After all, I don’t see why I shouldn’t tell you. My name is Ugo. Now, answer my questions!”

	“I ran from Alixxor in one of the transporters that attacked Ropolis and I… I ended up down here,” he babbled, realizing he had no way to give a plausible explanation without involving the Sigian artifact.

	“Let me get this straight: you left Alixxor hunted by millions of tarjis in one of Baila’s own ships, you jumped into the crevice in the middle of the fight, and then you stepped into Ropolis alive and well—unlike the other servants of the prophet who all lay mangled on the bottom of the rift. Are you a nifle?” Ugo exclaimed mockingly.

	Gill’s biggest worry—that he would be considered an agent of the temples—became true. Surely, Zhan’s angry eye painted on his chest didn’t help much…

	“You think I’m Baila’s agent?”

	“How else would you be here?” Ugo grinned.

	“I want to talk to the architects. But not through this installation. I want to meet them in flesh and bones,” he said firmly.

	“Does Baila truly believe we’re that stupid?” Ugo said with a laugh. “He must have known he wouldn’t be able to set foot in the tunnels, so he devised the perfect plan: make up a nice story about a famous repulsive to soothe our vigilance, send him over to meet the architects, and when we gather together like a bunch of silly licants… boom! You blast us to smithereens with some infernal implant!”

	Gill realized he wouldn’t get anywhere with the Antyran. The only progress was that he learned the name of his jailer. Ugo’s distrust was justified, and surely they’d keep him prisoner… Maybe they would even try to scan him for implants, in which case he would have to run to protect the secret of the bracelet. He didn’t want to flee again and unleash another round of unrestrained violence, but lately, he didn’t pick his path…

	And he had learned one more thing about Ugo: he said “when we gather together” when he talked about the architects, which meant he was one of them.

	“If Baila sent me, don’t you think I would have a plausible story? Who comes with such a dumb plan? You have to believe me!” exclaimed Gill.

	“First tell me why you’re here!”

	The individual moved his head slightly, and Gill realized something wasn’t right. The movement was very small—a few degrees at most—but the dizzying speed betrayed him. It was too fast for a normal Antyran, and Gill was pretty sure the archaic device had nothing to do with it. Ugo had his own secrets… 

	Gill closed the thought in his kyi, deciding not to ignore the happening. He would think later of the implications.

	For the moment, he had to force a meeting with the others. Whether successful or not, he might learn something from his attempt. Did Ugo represent all the architects or only himself? Perhaps seeing how he escaped the metal licants, he figured that Gill had an unbelievable weapon and wanted to get his hands on it without telling the others. That would explain why he asked him to wear a helmet. Maybe the rest of the townsfolk had no idea about his presence here… Maybe the trance soldiers were mere shells, unable to remember anything when they woke up… 

	Way too often, even in history’s darkest hours, unscrupulous individuals tried to take advantage of the unfolding events for their own interest. Or maybe he was wrong in all his assumptions. As an archivist, he was aware that in the short time since he had entered the caves, he had no way to understand even a shred of this bizarre world’s ramifications. Unfortunately, he had to march forward, no matter how deep and frightening the darkness became.

	“I’ll speak only to the architects! Even through holophone, if there’s no other way,” he insisted.

	“If those are your conditions, so be it. You’ll find that we have other methods to extract the truth from the traitors! We offered you the easy way out, but you refused it.” 

	Ugo reached out angrily to shut down the holoflux, but he stopped and looked insistently at the old Antyran coiled in the nearby nest as if he expected him to wake up at any moment.

	“Wait!” Gill shouted.

	“You changed your mind already?” The Antyran grinned at the thought that he had managed to scare him so easily.

	Gill pointed his finger at the wasted Antyran nearby. 

	“Who’s he?”

	The grin immediately disappeared from the Antyran’s face, being replaced by a disgraceful grimace.

	“Another traitor,” he muttered through his teeth.

	“When he wakes up?”

	“You can talk with him for only one hour a day. But don’t get closer than six feet. And don’t cross the stream in the meadow!”

	“The stream in the meadow?” he asked, dumbfounded. What exactly did he miss? Maybe Ugo was mad… Perhaps they were all mad here in the underground. Where could he find a stream in the bowels of the scorched planet?

	“Stay away from the trees, and don’t cross the small river in the valley. That’s your perimeter!”

	Seeing Gill’s puzzled face, he showed him the suction cups near the nest on the left.

	“You’ll find it in the box. The yellow ket seed.”

	“Seed?”

	“Bixan.”

	“And how—”

	Without hiding his disgust, as if he could smell Gill’s repulsiveness directly through the flux, the Antyran closed the connection. 

	Gill was left alone and angry at the way his first meeting in Ropolis went along. He had relied so much on the thought that he could convince the rebels to become his allies that now he felt deeply upset. After only a few hours in Ropolis, I already made an enemy… and not just any Antyran, but apparently, an architect.

	How would Ugo put his threats into practice? The truth was that locked in the dark room, he was vulnerable, very vulnerable. They could use a proximity inductor to paralyze him or poison the air with hallucinogenic aromas. There were so many ways to subdue him and take his bracelet. On the other tail, he could escape at any time by jumping through the skylight… but surely Ugo wouldn’t let him get away that easily. All the madness from Alixxor would move to Ropolis.

	The shred of hope he had when he entered the catacombs crumbled away as if blown by Belamia’s winds when he understood what tiny chances he had to protect his secrets. Even if he managed to meet the other architects, they would force him to speak and become exposed to the temptation of the power hidden in the bracelet. Would they fight to resurrect Sigia from its own ashes, to succeed where Kirk’an had failed? He wasn’t sure at all. The Ropolitans certainly wove their own webs, in which he and the artifact risked being sacrificed for some more or less bellicose purposes. And he wouldn’t allow this to happen.



	
CHAPTER 11.

	Antyra and Colhan were the most important gods of the ancient world, before Zhan’s coming. The fertile womb of Antyra—the mother of all creatures—was the planet Antyra I itself. Her only son, Alixxor, was spawned from an egg she hatched for a hundred cycles of the universe. 

	One day, Alixxor fell in love with Oleia, an Antyran female whose beauty was famous throughout the ancient world. He didn’t want to listen to anybody; he didn’t hear the order of the supreme god to never see her again because she was a mortal of humble condition. 

	His father, the star god Colhan, took offense at Alixxor’s disobedience. Blinded by rage, he grabbed his son by the tail and tossed him from the heavens with a power greater than anyone could imagine. It is said that where they hit the ground, the god’s bones gave birth to the largest mountain range in the world—the Roch-Alixxor massif. Torn by grief, the mother goddess cried for 160,000 days and 160,000 nights;63 her salty tears formed the huge ocean around the only continent of the world.

	Frightened by the result of his anger, like any husband who exaggerated “a bit,” Colhan wanted to appease Antyra. But he had no idea how, and being the star god, he obviously had his pride: he couldn’t simply admit he did something wrong. Therefore, he gathered the other gods, and together they devised a secret plan. One day, out of the blue, yellow flakes started to fall across the planet. Soon, millions of tall, green plants called acajaa sprouted from the strange seeds. At first, Antyra didn’t pay any attention, being too busy mourning her son, Alixxor. But after a while, she couldn’t ignore them. There were too many of them—the whole planet was covered. One day, as she walked in one of the acajaa fields, she was pricked by the thorns at the base of the plant. A droplet of orange-colored juice was promptly injected into the goddess.

	Due to this deception of the star god, Antyra was impregnated again. She immediately understood her mistake because she was a goddess—and not any goddess, but the mother of earth and fertility. However, it was too late; she was carrying another of Colhan’s puppies in her belly. Because of her hatred for the consort god, she didn’t love the new life inside her. She gave birth to a new egg in the form of a sphere of translucent ice. The ice refused to melt, even when its father took it into the core of the star.

	Eventually, Colhan got angry again—and in the worst way possible. He had a “slight” tendency to get enraged rather quickly— he wasn’t exactly renowned for his patience. He grabbed his gorg64 and hit the sphere with all his godly might. With a terrible noise, the ice broke in millions of shards, each splinter becoming a seed from which nightmares arose. The goddess Pixihe was born!

	Her first concern was to lock the whole planet in her icy grip; Pixihe’s heavy breathing was colder than the seed of night, and she used it to cover the whole world with eternal glaciers. 

	The goddess’s whims suffocated the warmth of the star, robbing the inhabitants of their rich harvests. The despairing wails of the ancients climbed up to the heavens; Colhan, fed up with hearing them, went to sleep, deciding to nap till the next cycle of the universe. Many creatures became trapped in the unforgiving ice, forever captive of the mad goddess.

	Pixihe then began to hatch her own eggs, and soon she gave rise to a whole army of creatures and ice monstrosities. Even Dedris, the mistress of the legendary glacier Ricopa, was—according to the legends—one of Pixihe’s daughters, born from a statue.

	Nothing tamed the goddess; nothing melted her hearts of ice. Nothing—until the arrival of Zhan, who replaced all the old gods. But the latter’s victory proved to be ephemeral. Because Pixihe had returned. With a vengeance.

	***

	Baila gazed at the hologram, trying to imagine the hole in which Abrian disappeared four days ago, right under their spikes. He was looking for the thousandth time at the plains in western Alixxor when his eyes were suddenly drawn to the nearby spaceport, which buzzed with activity. The shock of the revelation hit him right in the middle of his head spikes: Of course, it’s so simple! he thought, stunned by his slowness. Why did it take so long to figure it out? “The flood of details should never overshadow the target’s steadiness,” he had written in the seekers’ manual. And that’s exactly what I did during the last days, like a beginner seduced by frivolous flavors…

	But even as he grudgingly reproached his lack of focus, he knew it would be a huge mistake to share it with the others. The prophet could only be perfect; therefore, he shouldn’t stain the aura of invincibility he worked so hard to build.

	“Well? What’s the conclusion?” He turned menacingly toward the group of initiates in the room. He mainly addressed a short, fatty Antyran who was trying hard to look busy. Harut, the newly assigned ratrap of the agents, had abandoned his white robe for a black uniform, which placed him among the ranks of the temple soldiers.

	“Oh… we searched Alixxor for the fourth time. We… couldn’t find him,” he uttered in a barely whispered voice, strangled by fear.

	“What did you say? I can’t hear you,” the prophet said, grinning.

	“Great Baila,” moaned Harut.

	“Will you please repeat what you said?”

	“We… couldn’t find him,” whispered Harut, a bit louder this time.

	“And where do you think he ran?” Baila asked in a chilly voice, sending shivers along the ratrap’s tail.

	“We raked the western fields many times with our inductors, thermal sensors, and orbital eyes, as you requested, Great Baila! We searched the mountains, the caves; we left no stone unturned. Four days of searching and nothing! He vanished somewhere!”

	“And you have no theory of where he could hide?”

	Harut dared to glance around him, searching for a glimmer of support from the others, but as expected, everyone pretended to ignore him, watching the holograms in front of them.

	“If he had stayed in the town, we would have found him!”

	“How many years you were a seeker, Harut?” said Baila with a fake gentle smile, barely holding back his wrath. 

	“I… the instruction lasted for twelve years, Your Greatest!”

	“And after twelve years, can you tell me, what does it mean to be a seeker?”

	“The seeker is someone who searches for all his life,” he began to recite in one breath. “He doesn’t necessarily know what he’s looking for and hopes not to find rewards in our world, knowing that the most precious things lie hidden at Zhan’s bosom. A seeker is a state of mind, the kyi in constant anxiety. In the white domes of the temples, the seeker becomes the ultimate weapon of the gods. He knows how to find his target and follows the path without taking his smell from the purpose.”

	“And how is that helping you? Abrian disappeared from under your nostrils. How many tarjis were in the city? One million? Two million? And you sit on your tail to sift the dust? Why don’t you just find him? You’re a seeker. Why don’t you tell me where he is? Why don’t you feel him; why don’t you see through his eyes? You left the acajaa squeezers and inductors to search his scent! I expected you to find him!”

	The ratrap didn’t say anything, crushed by the weight of Baila’s reproach. He gazed at the floor, hoping to find a crack large enough to fit inside. Now he saw all too well what a terrible mistake he made to rely on the profane technology captured from the enemy. He let himself get carried away, thinking that the orbital platforms that allowed him to track hundreds of targets around the clock were the answer he needed. It was wrong, and he would have to pay for it. 

	He knew deep within his kyi, even though he didn’t have the courage to admit it to anyone—much less to Baila—why he couldn’t find Abrian. He let his initiates lead the search. They and the Shindam’s operators, without whom they were powerless in handling the cursed technology, hunted Abrian with the digital eyes in the sky. They, and not he, operated the devices. They, and not he, looked at the screens. They may have blinked in the instant when Abrian became visible. They may have looked away or swept insignificant grooves because Arghail blinded their feeble minds to force them to overlook the fugitive.

	How naïve he had been to fall into the trap skillfully laid by the god of darkness, like a layman unaware of the night’s tricks. Blinded by the technology he knew was corrupt, he tried to find the servant using Arghail’s diabolical tools, as if the god would have betrayed his child with his own hands. He should have let his inner smell guide him, let the purity of the calling sing into his gills. But he was afraid. Afraid to look after Abrian because it would have meant opening his kyi. A seeker emphatically connects to his target; he understands it up to the point of identification with it. The seeker sees the world through his victim’s eyes. But now, he had to open the door to something way too frightening, something that wouldn’t let him close it again. He had to open his kyi to the thorns of heresy. For behind the gate was Arghail, the father of darkness. The gate would have been his personal sacrifice, the challenge he had to pass to earn a place at Zhan’s bosom. Unfortunately, he had let the moment pass and failed the test of faith. And everything had happened so unfairly quickly! If only he had listened to Alala’s advice to move in Abrian’s dome for a few days, maybe—

	“Harut, Harut,” Baila said, cutting into his thoughts. “Why did I make you ratrap? You come from a good coria; you have healthy origins,” he told him with a fatherly tone. “Look at you! How do you help me?”

	“Forgive me, Your Greatness,” babbled the ratrap, lowering his eyes to the floor. 

	“I rushed my judgment when I made you ratrap. What shall I do with you now? You all know that I’m everyone’s father. But even parents scold their children when they’re wrong. For sweet is the punishment coming from your hand, kind Zhan! Wherever you hit will grow fresh meat! You make clean water flow from the driest stones and fields blossom in the spring! You melt the ice under your feet!”

	When they heard the Gondarra’s swamp oration invoked by the prophet, everyone in the room bowed their heads and put their hands on their shoulders as a sign of obedience. 

	Baila’s life-size hologram slowly rose from the throne and approached Harut.

	“Your Greatness, I betrayed your trust!” the ratrap shouted while falling on his knees, but he held his head high with renewed courage. “Give me a week to reach Ropolis as a simple soldier and die in Zhan’s service, taking a hundred traitors with me!”

	Baila smiled and fondled his chin, pleased by the offer. After all, even though he had to lose a skilled servant, he was placated by his example of devotion. He would give him a chance to save his honor. Hmm, maybe… maybe he could still use Harut far from everyone’s eyes.

	“I’ll give you a month,” he concluded magnanimously.

	“Thank you, Your Greatness!” exclaimed Harut, excited by the prospect of washing the stain on his name with the blood of the unbelievers. His heroic deeds would be remembered with…

	“You can embark on the first transport,” Baila said. “And if you happen to meet Abrian on Ropolis, give him my regards.”

	“Abrian on Ropolis?” exclaimed another Antyran. “But—”

	“You idiots!” exploded Baila. “The fields near the spaceport. You checked them with your platforms shortly after he disappeared into the sewers. You didn’t find him! You didn’t find him in the fields, on the streets, in the tubes, or anywhere else on this planet! What would you have done in his place? Didn’t Abrian have the intention to meet the ‘visitors’? And if he reached the western fields, wouldn’t it be logical to hide in the nearby spaceport? It’s the only place where he wouldn’t have been seen by your precious orbital sensors!”

	I trained them, he thought, angered. Everything came from me, and yet they can’t handle it. How was it possible that an archivist without seeker training could do something like that? 

	Of course, he was aware of the limitations of the training—there always have been—and he knew right from the beginning he would have to make some difficult choices. The full control of the change, learning by memorization, and killing the initiative were the three pillars of his governing. They stood the test of time and never betrayed him. But that left him without the sharpness of their collective minds, forcing him to think for everyone. He felt the huge burden pressing on his shoulders, wearing him down, crushing him under its weight. The prophet had no idea how many times he would have to do it, and he always wanted it to be the last time. 

	He experimented with the seekers. There were some good ones, and things had started to look promising, but the teachings had to be—again—extremely limited and controlled, which adversely affected their efficacy. But if he would have given them a free tail, he would have risked losing control of a terrible weapon. 

	And right in such difficult times, he had to abandon Harut, he thought, annoyed. But he couldn’t let him get away with a mistake like that. The ratrap had to be an example; otherwise, the other initiates wouldn’t learn their lesson and progress on the path drawn for them.

	I want to take a break, but I can’t give up right now. I can’t give up, no matter the costs. For I’m their father!”

	“Our spaceport? He just walked into the base, and no one saw him?” exclaimed one of the initiates.

	“Dartos, don’t make me send you all in the crevice. What are the reports saying?” Baila screamed. “Does he or does he not have evil powers? Abrian is doing Arghail’s bidding. What would have prevented him from jumping over a fence and sneaking onto a spaceship?”

	“And the ships attacked Ropolis…”

	“See? You finally smelled it.” 

	“But if he’s in the enemy city, how can we capture—”

	“We’ll get him delivered by the rebels. Negotiations, my children, negotiations.”

	“You’re as wise as light, Your Greatness,” exclaimed another initiate.

	“Raghan, you’re the new ratrap,” Baila told him. “I hope you’ll be more inspired than your predecessor. We will offer them a truce in exchange for Abrian. We keep our promise for a couple of days—even evacuate several thousand from the city as a gesture of goodwill—of course, without architects—and then resume the battles. Find some good excuse.”

	“We won’t get ambushed this time. I already ordered echo probes to map the caves. We’ll dig wells through the galleries and—”

	“Test the new fusion bombs,” Baila interrupted, grinning. “I want you to collapse each and every cave. I don’t care how long it’ll take or what the losses will be. But only after Abrian gets here safely. Luckily, I smelled his tricks… It would have been a shame if one of the bombs had killed him before I got the chance to do it.”

	“I don’t know if we can arm so many warheads in such a short time.”

	“Raghan, you’ll make sure of that,” he said in the same icy tone. “Otherwise, you know what awaits you…”

	“Yes, Your Greatness.”

	“I can’t hold it much longer. Even so, it’s hard to hide all this from the… visitors,” he said. “We keep them at the system’s periphery for the moment, but who knows what they’re going to do in a month?”

	“I see.”

	“Good, then we are finished for today.”

	“What do we do with the cold?”

	“Cold? What cold?” Baila asked with a purposely indifferent tone.

	“Your Greatness, your children are freezing!”

	“Move the tarjis to the equator. Aren’t they moved yet?”

	“In fifteen days, at most, they will be there. What about the others?”

	“What others? The unbelievers?” Baila laughed coldly. “I prepared an edict for them. I declare five hundred years of ice to cleanse their sins, for the cold came because of them. They’re allowed to work till the end,” he barked. “Everything they produce will be stored in the nearby temples. They can’t move to the equator! And take their children. Another edict. Are you recording, Raghan? The children will be finally confiscated. Every child smaller than twelve,” he gesticulated wildly. “The others are already corrupted; we can’t teach them the right path. Take care to save the children in the temples and feed them properly.”

	“You are too good, Your Greatness…”

	“Go to work, Raghan,” Baila said. “Don’t waste the time that Zhan has left in your custody!”

	***

	Everything seemed set. Omal 13 made sure again that he had memorized the Zzrey-Uka protocol prepared by the expedition’s linguist and that none of the questions on the list were likely to offend the Antyran. They moved all the equipment from the room where the discussion was supposed to take place, the only remaining objects being his floating vat, the conference holotheater received from the natives, and of course, the indispensable Corbelian translation sphere.

	Omal looked worried at his arms, still trembling despite his efforts to control the shivering. Hibernation was approaching fast, and he knew he couldn’t delay it with all the treatments in the galaxy. He had already delayed it for two months, and the effect of the hormones was growing more and more uncontrollable. He had to constantly keep an eye on the dispenser implanted under his skin.

	The envoy hailed from the deep swamps of the Ecarizol crater, a place over a mile below sea level. This made him particularly sensitive to the winter breeze—a cold wind on his homeworld. In his species’ past, hibernation was once the only practical way of reaching the spring when his world approached the aphelion of the second star, Garima.

	What a bad time Bantara 21, his mate, had found to sprout… True, they awaited the approvals for over two hundred years, but Omal was sure that if she had synchronized65 with him before doing it, she would have reached the just conclusion to delay it. But Bantara had rarely synchronized with him over the past century. Maybe she’s cheating on me? The worm of doubt speared him. Right now, when we are about to have children?

	He had to chase away the destructive thoughts roaming inside his skull, if only to avoid triggering the voluptuous chills of hibernation. Couldn’t he find a better moment to think about things? As if the anxiety of his mate’s sprouting wasn’t enough…

	The container in which he stored Bantara during her sleep had to be moved to Rigulia instead of staying with him as usual. He had no choice if he wanted her to live. For millions of years, sprouting had meant a grisly end for the mother, as the small creatures had the habit of eating the female’s flesh until they completely devoured her, in order to get the nutrients they needed to grow. Only after the “Great Transformation”66 they had managed to find a solution to the complicated problem of making offspring without dying, to keep the desired number of buds and burn the rest, and of course, to stop the decomposing enzymes inside the mother’s body.

	Omal cared about Bantara; he had come to know her well, he hoped, despite the fact that they rarely managed to synchronize or see each other when they were both awake. The Rigulians, the inhabitants of the Six Stars, used to hibernate for almost half a year—therefore, at any time, about 50 percent of their population was immersed in the long sleep.67

	Combining in similar pairs was a very convenient and logical step because it allowed them to share resources that otherwise would have been unused for so many months of the year. One of them was sleeping in the hibernation container while the other was awake and working—sometimes from home, which often was a segment of a spaceship. Of course, it goes without saying that both members had the same job; therefore, Bantara was also a negotiator. This way, the Rigulians avoided the chaos of traveling to other workplaces and the problem of replacing the ones fallen asleep.

	Omal would have done anything to be at her side in Rigulia, the capital of the Six Stars, as well as the Galactic Federation, and not here at the periphery of a bizarre planetary system for which they had no tested protocol… Damned superstring talks in the sector—the reason why he was on Lacrilia when Antyra was discovered. He loathed them more than anything. The Sarkens were the road workers of the galactic highways, their planet-ships stretching perfectly balanced microscopic superstring rings between the Federation worlds to ease the space deformation in the spaceship’s compression front. On the space highways, the flight was much shorter and safer than the classic one. But if the resources allocated to the construction came from the abundant Federal pantry, establishing the routes was a totally different story. The madness of negotiations usually took months and drained the energy of even the youngest Rigulian offspring, let alone someone with his mass…

	Since arriving in Antyra, he had only had one contact with a ship of the natives, which left them with the holotheater and the instructions for how to use it. The meeting was surprisingly short, and the only useful thing he was able to notice was that the Antyrans didn’t seem overly excited by their arrival. They had asked him to stay at the periphery under the pretense that their presence could trigger internal turmoil, but the reason was surely just a veiled attempt to limit their movements. He had to accept the situation for the moment. Yet if he wasn’t able to progress, Omal knew that the Federation had other ways to break their bark. The sarken beacons were already en route, and soon they’d triangulate the position of the object that made the distortion. After they’d found it, the invisible kralls would take it by force if necessary.

	The backup plan seemed simple, but it would take time to apply it. And time was a luxury they didn’t have. The others saw no reason to hurry, but the sound of alarm in his head made him believe that Antyra’s secrets had to be quickly clarified: no newly discovered world would behave so strangely with an advanced civilization that came to visit it—unless they had something important to hide. The ambassador could only hope that today’s meeting would finally break the ice and bring the much-expected answers.

	He learned that the ruler of Antyra’s name was Baila and that he never went anywhere—the only way of seeing him was through his hologram, which would be appearing shortly in the Antyran holotheater installed on his ship. Ancient technology, yet ingenious, said their linguist. It would cause a stir on Rigulia IX in a spiral of curiosities. It wouldn’t be bad if they managed to keep it after the mission was over.

	Sirtam had no idea what he was going through… Daily migraines and unrelenting waves of shivers prevented him from focusing, while Sirtam was enjoying the fabled hot Lacrilian mud. He was probably thinking the whole story was just a mud bubble. We give them a handful of sweet, smelly mud, and they give us the distortion device. Huh. 

	Omal didn’t have the slightest idea what, exactly, the Antyrans needed most. What’s your key? he thought. Everything boils down to a hunting party, even when you do it against a highly intelligent being, and you can never be sure who’s the hunter and who’s the hunted. And that’s what’s making things more interesting. Even with all the hormones tormenting his flesh, he loved his job and did it according to the protocols.

	A white flash announced that Baila was about to materialize in the holotheater. 

	“Greatest Baila,” Omal welcomed him, spinning his palm up and down as the linguist had taught him.

	“Ambassador,” Baila said, nodding slightly as a sign that he noticed him. “I hope I’m not late. Some urgent matters delayed me.”

	The prophet was perched on a throne carved in stone. He was dressed in an outlandishly red outfit whose symbolism eluded Omal, as he was uninitiated in the mysteries of the Book of Creation Inrumiral—and even more so because he was a Rigulian and lacked the habit of wearing clothes, even on special occasions like this one. Behind the prophet, Omal could see the massive basalt walls of an underground room dug deep inside the heart of a mountain.

	“We’ve made good progress in learning your language,” Omal said, pointing at the floating Corbelian sphere that provided the translation. “From your holofluxes—”

	“You’re getting them from such distance?” Baila asked, surprised. He had personally ordered that all fluxes emit only low-power transmissions in local areas, to avoid being received by the visitors…

	“We’re too far,” admitted the ambassador. “We have records from the first days, but we want to learn more about your world. We want to help you.”

	“Help us?” The prophet frowned. “And why would we need your help?”

	The question was undoubtedly a trap designed to amplify the meeting’s hostility. Yet Antyra’s problems were visible even from the system’s periphery, so he decided not to avoid it this time. Sirtam would be mad about this!

	“What’s with the desert planet, Antyra II?” asked Omal. “We see a giant cyclone destroying your cities!”

	Baila pretended he didn’t hear the question, tapping his fingers on the throne’s arm. His tension was so obvious—he looked like a naughty child who wanted to go out and play in the dirt. He didn’t know how to hide it, and he obviously wasn’t a diplomat—he was an individual used to giving orders.

	“We Antyrans have friendly natures. We welcome our guests in peace and feast them with acajaa flour. But tradition asks our visitors to respect our dignity and habits,” he chided Omal. 

	“Greatest Baila, we are the ambassadors of the Galactic Federation, a union of nineteen worlds! We want to help you,” he insisted. “Our resources are huge and—”

	“The gods tore down the wall of fire,” exclaimed Baila, giving him a hostile look. “It’s a gift from them, not a punishment! I want you to understand this. No matter what you believe, it’s their divine will, and we gladly obey it!”

	His first offer, even if unspoken, was clearly understood and undoubtedly rejected by the Antyran. What’s going on in the freak’s mind? wondered Omal. The creature in front of him was dangerous, and he betrayed a primitive thinking, in complete dissonance with the A2 fusion technology around him. The prophet wasn’t at all concerned about the terrible suffering of so many Antyrans who direly needed help. Divine will to let your subjects be blown away by a planetary tornado? 

	He would have given anything to understand the implications of the large Zzrey factor. Was Baila speaking on behalf of all the natives?

	“The Galactic Federation is highly advanced. We can help you, but you have to ask,” he said, making another try, hoping that Baila wouldn’t read any trace of the hormonal desperation ravaging his body.

	The protocols didn’t help him at all. He had slipped too abruptly into the midst of the problem, yet he had no choice; the neutral approach forced him to do it because when you don’t know anything about your companion’s species, the risk of blunder is greater than the advantages of socializing. 

	He could try to change the subject to something harmless and then quietly bring it where he wanted, but such traps wouldn’t work with Baila; he seemed far too skilled to fall victim to conversational tricks. A dark foreboding told him that he wouldn’t find the origin and location of the device today, as it became clear that this was the reason the Antyran looked so tense. 

	Omal 13 knew all too well what this meant, even though the meeting had just begun: his hibernation would not happen anytime soon!

	“Why do you have different sizes?” the prophet asked him absently while he avoided Omal’s eyes, as if that was the most important thing he wanted to clarify.

	“Different sizes?” Omal repeated, confused by the question. 

	“You’re small, while the other two from your ship were double your stature,” he muttered, sketching an imaginary line in the air.

	“In the past, we only stopped growing when we died. Some sixteen hundred years ago, we defeated aging, so the ones alive back then kept growing, until we found the blocking hormones. The older generations are the tallest.”

	“Immortals?” exclaimed Baila. “How’s that possible?” 

	The prophet was horrified by the lack of scruples of those foreigners who dared to crawl on the skies of Zhan the Life-Giver and steal his prerogatives. He felt so hopeless… The arrival of these aliens, instead of the Antyran gods, spelled nothing but trouble. His victory was hanging on a lousy contact that had failed to arrive to this day, and this… this ambassador just told him, grinning, that they had usurped the most sacred attribute of the gods, immortality. Such sacrilege won’t go unpunished, no matter who you are! he promised himself with hidden fury. 

	“The Federation will help you live longer if you accept our help,” pressed Omal, misunderstanding the Antyran’s surprise.

	This was by far his most valuable offer, and no matter how primitive the savage in front of him was, he couldn’t dismiss the prospect of personal immortality. Throughout history, countless despots rose to power in the Federal worlds, and all dreamed of living forever in one way or another. He couldn’t see why Baila would be different—after all, no normal being could give up such a gift if he had to make a choice. Or at least that was what Omal hoped. Even in the Federation, immortality was yet to be adopted by the Grammians.

	“Immortals?” Baila jumped from the throne, trembling in rage. “How can your gods allow such a sacrilege?” he shouted through his teeth. “Nobody forbade you to do such a… such a… blasphemy?” He could hardly speak.

	“Gods? We don’t…”

	His negotiator instinct made him swallow his remaining words because Omal finally noticed the deadly slope on which he walked with serenity. He had the misfortune to meet a particular kind of creature in the galaxy’s menagerie, a creature who openly despised them, hated them, probably, in a way Omal couldn’t believe to exist at the helm of a civilization that had reached the smooth fusion barrier…

	He had wasted his two best offers, and he had nothing else to give. Again, he had underestimated the fanaticism of his companion…

	“Your Greatness, we’re not immortals!” he said, trying to attenuate the impact of his disclosure. “We live until accidents kill us.”

	“What’s your religion?” the prophet questioned him, without any effort to hide his hostility. “Don’t say you’re faithless.” He spit the word as if it was poison. “A being without spirituality is a shell without purpose, waiting for the vardannes to crumble it into pieces!”

	“We… have an ecumenical world in the Federation. And—”

	“Oh, you still have a world that found its way to the light of the creator! Perhaps not all is lost, Ambassador. Tell me about it,” he said, taking on a conciliatory tone and coiling back in his throne.

	“The most endowed with grace is a world called Grammia. A small world, a peaceful planet in Antyra’s sector, a model for all of us,” he lied, with fake conviction in his voice.

	“Grammia?” exclaimed the prophet, his little eyes suddenly sparkling with interest. “And you say they’re in our sector?”

	“That’s right. They were the last ones to join our Federation. In fact, it was because of them that we discovered you so fast!”

	“Don’t say it! How so?”

	“One thousand two hundred and fifty years ago, we made contact with Grammia, an unknown world to us. We decided to meet on some coordinates close to Antyra. Well, we didn’t know about your existence and couldn’t see you due to the—”

	“… wall of fire,” the prophet graciously completed Omal’s sentence.

	“But our fleet didn’t fly straight to the meeting. Two weeks before, we sent some spy probes in their path. Our protocols forbade us from recovering them, so the probes remained close to your world and kept working for all this time. When the firewall was lifted, they saw your star and raised the alarm.”

	“You say their name’s Grammia?” Baila fondled his chin thoughtfully. “I’d like to meet these aliens.” He let a broad smile slip, suddenly cheerful.

	“Your wish will come true very soon. When they heard about Antyra, their ambassadors took off to meet you. We are waiting for them to arrive in about four days from now.”

	“Very well! I’m sure we’re going to get along just fine. After all, religions are but different shells; whoever knows how to get inside will find the one true meaning.”

	“Till then…”

	“Thank you for your time, Ambassador.” Baila leaped from the throne and saluted him with a slight nod. 

	“Your Greatness, till Grammia arrives, we would like to help. The cold—”

	“Don’t bother. We’re going to talk then.”

	Omal realized, horrified, that the meeting was over, and he had learned nothing. His only chance to turn the tides now was to apply a shock to shatter the prophet’s defensive, to move to a positive empathetic report. He hesitated to do it: no doubt it could prove to be a risky move, and if he failed, he could imagine that Sirtam would accuse him of violating the protocol—again. Well, Sirtam wasn’t here to see the problems he had to face. Baila didn’t feel intimidated at all by his presence, the presence of an alien, so it was unlikely he’d ever provide any useful information without being shaken.

	“I need to ask you something,” he said, deciding to attack the problem frontally. “Why did you hide for so many years? And how did you do it?”

	Seeing that Baila was about to ignore him again, he raised his voice for the first time.

	“Your Greatness, you have to tell me. The Federation asked me to clarify this thing. We’re your friends, but you have to tell me about the distorter! Otherwise, we’ll find out ourselves!” he said, threatening him.

	Baila squinted at him.

	“It’s not a machine, if that’s what you think. The wall of fire is anchored in the pure will of Zhan. Beramis, his son, arrived at the palace in a chariot cast of molten gold,” he recited. “Seeing the sadness of the Life-Giver after he witnessed the countless sins of the Antyrans, he steered his utrils68 to Antyra’s star. They flew so fast, they reached its core before the father’s tear fell from his temple. Beramis filled the chariot with embers from the star’s hearts and started to fly on the starry sky, higher and higher, faster and faster. From place to place, he took a handful of fire and threw it on the sky. That’s how he made the wall,69 ambassador! And it’s no accident that he lifted it right now: the sins of the Antyrans howl for punishment. But it won’t be fire this time! Zhan, by our hand, stamped the seal of cold on the infidels’ forehead!”

	“The Federation will never accept such an answer!”

	“It has no other choice; it’s the only one that I give you today. Make them understand that we want to talk to Grammia. We don’t feel at ease around creatures like… I’ll speak only to the Grammians! They’ll understand. Ambassador, today’s meeting is over,” exclaimed Baila. “I hope you don’t do something stupid that you will regret later!”

	Long after Baila disappeared, Omal couldn’t move his sight from the empty holotheater. He hadn’t progressed in his mission at all, but the way he failed this time said lots of interesting things. It now became clear that the miserable failure of their landing had nothing to do with an error of protocol; the attitude of the Antyrans became hostile as soon as they saw their faces… The reasons still lay hidden in the fog, but Omal knew that when it dissipated, they were not going to like what they would see. The Antyrans didn’t have a mundane secret to guard but something much more sinister… They came to the Alixxoran plains by the millions, spiffed up for the occasion, and then, as soon as they saw the Federals, their joy was replaced with outright hostility. Could it be that they expected someone else?

	Grammia was going to be the key to the riddle, and he was hopeful that they’ll be able to build a relation with this twisted world. The only problem was that Omal didn’t know if he would work better with the Grammians than with the Antyrans, as they were weird in their own ways. And he couldn’t take his mind from a hologram he had seen that morning, a fragment recorded from one of the Antyran holofluxes. It featured their ubiquitous leader, of course, this time recorded on the huge marble stairs of a giant pyramid. He was holding a large, golden book adorned with beautiful filigree of exquisite craftsmanship. A huge crowd of tarjis was gathered around him, anxious to sip every word from his lips—words that Baila declaimed with the savor of someone biting a fleshy fruit, full of life.

	“My sons, today is a happy day! For the first time since the expulsion of Anak and Gisenda from his fruitful bosom, your father turned his eyes toward you, his true sons. His empire is coming closer, and Zhan’s valley awaits you, laden with fruits. You only have to ask for them; you only have to step over the doorstep with his name on your lips and his seal on your foreheads. For you, great Zhan, have made the skies and the earth; you gave birth to Antyrans in your resemblance, from the moisture of your temples. You split the light from darkness and lifted the sky from earth. You gave juice to the acajaa stains and made all the living or lifeless things for our joy, your humble servants!”

	The text troubled Omal, and he couldn’t escape the terrible feeling of déjà vu. “You split the light from darkness and lifted the sky from earth”—it was the myth of creation, even if slightly changed. He had heard it on other occasions… he was pretty sure about that. Just a coincidence? Or could it be, after all, a siamese world? The tales of a galactic civilization, destroyed or self-destroyed in a long-forgotten war, survived in the collective memory of different species spread in the web of space and time throughout the corners of the galaxy…

	He didn’t dare to think of all the implications. If there was no coincidence, the discovery would have alarming consequences. If Grammia didn’t succeed with them, the kralls would have to turn everything upside down in the most unceremonious way possible. He might have to pressure Sirtam to forget about diplomacy when the time for violent actions came.

	No matter how things turned out, one thing was certain: this world would give them some big surprises. Omal took Baila’s recording and pushed it inside the scanning slot of the Corbelian sphere to send it to Lacrilia—they had access to the Rigulian galactic encyclopedia and could check his suspicions. With a bit of luck, in a week or two, he’d get a detailed report about the myth of creation and its roots in the Federal worlds. 

	As for now… he had to relax. Hibernation was such a distant dream, a chimera running away from him, as intangible as the pressurized room where Bantara 21 was resting on Rigulia IX.

	Flabbiness. Everything he wished for, all he dreamed of, was to succumb to the seductive flabbiness. It would be so simple… all he needed to do was forget to take his hormones once, and nature would follow its course. It would take hours and days, days of lying without any movement, days when the painfully pleasurable chills would flood him to the brim with endorphins… Then, thoroughly exhausted, he would fall prey to a well-deserved half-year-long sleep.

	***

	Several hours had passed since he met Ugo, during which time Gill had tried in vain to use the holophone. The holofluxes didn’t work, and the only connections he could dial were in the underground Ropolis. Unfortunately, he didn’t know any codes, and the holographic index had been carefully deleted. All he could do was wait for the architect to follow through on his threats. Of course, he’d have to defend himself, and then he’d fall again in the ocean of uncertainties he struggled so desperately to leave. He couldn’t make any prediction beyond the attack, except to imagine some cloudy, fancy scenarios with no connection to the muddy reality in which he was dragged against his will by the chief archivist Tadeoibiisi.

	Moreover, the expected attack worried him a bit. Ugo didn’t seem to be a hasty fool—he surely saw something in the tunnel through the eyes of the metal licants. Therefore, even if it would be impossible for him to understand the nature of the bracelet’s control over space and the extent to which the distortion worked, he’d probably be cautious. Maybe cunning. Gill suspected that Ugo would want to test him, to provoke a crisis and observe his methods while he was fighting for his life.

	But the time passed, and nothing happened—no one came to scan him and trigger his riposte. Soon, he’d have to make a decision: Escape through the skylight, or keep waiting for an attack that might never come? The second option would bring him closer to the moment when he’d have to abandon his tired body to the softness of the nest…

	What about the old Antyran wandering in the virtual worlds, the realms of legends that attracted him like a magnet? It was a possibility, but he’d have to go into a trance to reach him.

	The more he thought about it, the more it seemed that escape was the worst idea; he ran away from the initiates, but the Ropolitans would prove more formidable enemies. He couldn’t forget how they had repulsed Baila’s attack; a world of holograms and mirages populated with trance soldiers and metal licants wouldn’t give him much of a chance to hide. Therefore, he decided he’d meet the old Antyran to find out who the architects were and how to reach them. He’d stay connected only for a short time, and with a bit of luck, Ugo wouldn’t have time to do anything nasty while he was unconscious…

	He reached for the seed box near the nest, hesitating. The drug, bixan, allegedly resulted in a strong dependency. The drug or the other world? He had no clue which of the two, but he saw with his very eyes the ones who forgot to disconnect… Gill had an overwhelming feeling that he was pinched by the tail to do it, that he was manipulated to enter the forbidden world. Had he been in Alixxor, he would have never done such a folly—even if he had lost his smell. But here was no Alixxor.

	The box was oval, yellowish-brown in color. It didn’t have the standard shape and wasn’t carved from tekal wood to preserve the aromas over time, as the aromary tradition requested. Under normal circumstances, any Antyran would have been too offended to use it, but Gill couldn’t afford such trifles. He opened it and searched for the yellow seeds. There were plenty of them at the bottom; he grabbed one in his palm and smelled it. A pungent stench invaded his nostrils—bixan didn’t smell very pleasant.

	After checking his fellow prisoner’s interface, he attached the suckers on his head spikes and immediately felt how they began to buzz warmly. He pressed the seed between his fingers until it snapped; a clear gel oozed onto his fingers. Slowly, he took his hand to his nostrils and inhaled deeply. A stinging pain invaded his lungs and left him without air. But then, the feeling of discomfort disappeared, and a surprisingly pleasant tingling ran through his veins in all directions, leaving a trail of deep relaxation behind—as if thousands of tiny invisible hands massaged him from the inside. For the first time since the madness began, he felt relaxed. Still, a bit dizzy. Dizzy and light as fluff…

	He managed to coil sluggishly in the nest and plunged into a deep sleep.

	Gill was sleeping so well after all the commotion of his arrival in the caverns that he didn’t notice the annoying scratches. Soon, however, he couldn’t ignore them anymore: something was walking shamelessly with its tiny feet on his recessive gills. He barely opened his eyelids, heavy as neutronium, and glimpsed about five adult licants fluttering their lazy wings to take off from him, leaving behind a web of sticky trails.70 Disgusted by the prospect of finding his head spikes messed with the same substance excreted by their tail glands, he touched them… but he found the interface. What the… Then he noticed his surroundings. The green meadow where he lay on his back was covered by a spectacular blue sky, with no trace of the purple misty bacteria.

	Thoughts hardly came to his numbed kyi, but he gradually remembered everything. He smelled the bixan after he had connected the interface, and he fell asleep… Now, he woke up here. He was somewhat puzzled that the suckers were still attached to his spikes, but after all, why not? The cups didn’t lead anywhere—each had a small tail of about six inches, curved backward.

	The meadow was on a gentle slope of a hill bordered on its sides by two deep, dark valleys framed by ravines; beyond them, other meadows dotted the undulating landscape. Unidentified brush laden with beautiful pink flowers covered the upper part of the hills. Right on the hilltops, clumps of large trees shadowed the grass with their opulent canopy.

	Enchanted by the beauty of the world he had entered, he forgot the unpleasant awakening. He had never seen grass like that: the plants had a small stem, which ended in one single disk-shaped leaf of about two inches in diameter. Its top surface was dark green, whereas the belly was light. The whole meadow seemed covered in millions of green plates, neatly scaled one over the other. Now and then, a gentle breeze caused small ripples in the two colors, changing the orientation of the scales.

	The walls of some tall mountains in the distance were proudly watching over the hill. He didn’t recognize them—in fact, he was pretty sure no treatise had ever described them because they were conceived by the fertile imagination of this world’s inhabitants. They didn’t seem nearly as huge as the Roch-Alixxors, but they were perhaps even more beautiful, their mile-high vertical walls of red sandstone being dented by deep valleys and surrounded by dark woods or green meadows like the one in which he rested his tail.

	After he got to his feet, he turned to see the place around him. In the next second, an exclamation of astonishment came from his throat because not far from him, the earth ended. It ended in the most literal way, and nothing took its place. He was standing on the most bizarre form of relief possible—an island, one of many such patches of land he could see. They didn’t float in the waters of an imaginary ocean but in the atmosphere of a planet larger and more absurd than imagination could conceive. Surely the atom’s laws wouldn’t allow for such a place to exist in reality—and, in addition, a planet that massive would bathe the environment around it in a blanket of deadly radiation, instantly killing anyone so close to it. But in a virtual world, the architects didn’t feel bound to follow all of Zhan’s laws…

	The meadow was near the edge of the island, separated from it by a stream that flowed in parallel with the shoreline before disappearing in a golf of air—no doubt forming a spectacular waterfall hidden from his view—and a small dune right on the coast.

	Looking through the gulf of air, he could see, dozens of miles underneath, a blanket of translucent brown clouds enveloping the surface of the giant planet in a death shroud that stretched forever; his eyes couldn’t reach the horizon. It was an eternal mist, a sinister, toxic smog that enslaved the surface of the planet. Certainly life—even a virtual one—couldn’t grow roots in such a terrible place…

	The clouds beneath were far from homogenous, but their movement didn’t have the slightest resemblance to the known weather patterns. They appeared animated by a will of their own that made them twist and rise toward the sky islands like the hideous, sprawling fingers of a giant monster hidden in the mist. Much lower, there was a second layer of gray fog that licked the ground along some invisible valleys, avoiding higher areas and without mixing in any way with the brown clouds.

	From place to place, huge slabs of rock were visible through the gaps in the cloud blanket. They looked like broken pieces of stone columns, crippled and tumbled, stuck in grotesque angles, resembling the remains of colossal temples worn by the passing millennia. In other places, he could glimpse long, jagged rock edges that looked like rusty sarpan blades abandoned on a long-forgotten battlefield—fault lines eaten by unnamed deluges. 

	It was like the planet’s surface had piled up all the madness of destruction, ruin, and decay caused by Antyrans over millennia of warfare, perhaps even imagined by legends, perhaps repeated over and over again in countless versions and endings, mixed with a million years of the unrelenting fury of nature. The ugly scars in the bedrock displayed all the telltale signs of global glaciations and catastrophic flooding when the ice dams of the glacial lakes were breached by the whims of the planet’s axial tilt.

	When he raised his eyes from the frightful sight, he found that things looked much better at his level. The crystal-clear blue sky was dotted by countless islands like the one he was standing on, hovering at wildly different heights. Due to the incredible visibility, he could track them until they reached ridiculously small sizes—little more than specks of dust lost in the almost infinite depths of space.

	The floating worlds were irregular pieces of land of various thicknesses, seemingly pulled by a mad giant from the planet’s crust and thrown up into the sky. Under the cover of the fertile soil, ancient rock strata or sediment layers of different colors were clearly visible.

	Each island was different from the others. One nearby was almost entirely covered in water and dotted with small, rocky islets, surrounded by sharp reefs that broke the fury of the waves. Enticing sand beaches stretched behind these barriers, and lush vegetation invaded the interior.

	Other floating realms were covered by tangled jungles of fantastic trees, barren or forested mountains with steep walls, deserts streaked by deep canyons, or volcanos in full eruption; several were sunk in shadow or even in their own personal night—basically, the air around them was dark. Gill could still discern thousands and thousands of lights flickering into the night. Probably campfires spread throughout the licant-infested valleys. The realms of the games! Each island was a different game? His eyes couldn’t pierce the thick darkness, but he imagined huge virtual armies gathered in the hearts of the night, thousands of soldiers holding torches while preparing to commence nocturnal battles under the orders of the bixanid players, to live again the legendary sieges of the ancients…

	Maybe in the light of the fires, sweaty orzacs tied the straps of their moulans, screwed the metal sheaths on their tail spikes, dressed in their cold armor, and left to attack. They left to tear down again the white walls of Zagrada, the capital of the grahs, and conquer one by one the stockade altars of Pixihe, Colhan, and the other fake gods of the ice worshipped by the ancient Antyrans and grahs before Zhan’s coming. The passion for ancient history of the archivist inside him urged him to be in the middle of them, to fill his nostrils with the stench of their moulans and feel the cold sweat of the battle anticipation oozing under the scales of his armor.

	The nearest island was larger than the others, a frigid world with tall mountains and massive glaciers, their ice tongues forming vertical walls several hundred yards tall, right on the shoreline. The rivers that sprang from the central peaks burst into light through the translucent blue walls, giving birth to milky waterfalls that fell for miles in the abyss before turning into clouds and then disappearing altogether. The real Antyra must have been so frozen before the firewall. And that’s how it will look shortly, he thought as he remembered the terrible madness raging outside the serene borders of the virtual world. The bracelet! Ugo! Suddenly, the memory of the awful meeting came back to his kyi like a cold shower—and along with it, the image of his inert body abandoned like an offering in the greasy fluff of a cave dug in the incinerated crust of Antyra III. He had no time to waste with the breathtaking scenery, so he regretfully turned his back to the gulf of air and rushed to search for the old Antyran.

	Gill found him not far away, lying under a tree. The old Antyran was lazily chewing a mouthful of discoidal grass and didn’t seem to be thinking of anything.

	A detail immediately struck Gill: he didn’t resemble his real-life double. If the nest in the catacombs hosted a skeletal creature, kept alive by a bunch of devices and feeding tubes, under the tree was an Antyran about twenty years younger. He had a lively, expressive face and strong spikes, covered by the transparent cups of the interface.

	Gill’s thoughts were running at full speed—so many questions and so little time! He wished he had a way to immerse himself in all his companion’s experiences in this fascinating world, all the knowledge accumulated in his long existence connected to the interface, all the games, the bixan’s perfidy—he wanted to smell all of them at once. He hesitated, now knowing how to begin, but something slowed down his excitement: the Antyran looked at him calmly, without the slightest surprise on his face. He knew all too well that Gill was going to arrive! Hmm… Ugo said he was a traitor, but that obviously didn’t mean anything. He wondered if the old Antyran was a prisoner or a part of Ugo’s plans for him…

	“Rascal little ones, aren’t they?” the Antyran questioned him without bothering to introduce himself. 

	Gill was starting to get used to the Ropolitans’ blatant lack of manners—after all, it was the land of the miners, Antyrans as harsh as the planet’s crust from where they plucked the mineral wealth—so he decided to ignore his companion’s rudeness. As for him, he didn’t have to worry: like Ugo, he doubted there was a single Antyran still unaware of his name, unless he or she was completely isolated from the madness outside—a bit hard to believe. But what about the “little ones”? Following his gaze, Gill noticed the old Antyran was watching a greedy licant stalking their gills.

	“On Zhan’s eye, what sickly kyis brought these foul creatures here? Isn’t it enough they exist in reality?” Gill exclaimed, pointing at a hungry creature flying around them.

	“Errr, that would be me,” he answered without appearing offended by Gill’s question. “The bixan is so relaxing that many forgot to wake up before we invented the portal spheres. The licants are the drug’s guardians. But how come you don’t—” He stopped suddenly, and with a sparkle of understanding, he gazed at him, astounded. “You’re not from Ropolis!” he exclaimed. “Any Ropolitan would know this already!”

	“What question is this?” Gill asked, annoyed. “You don’t know who I am?”

	“And why should I know, may I ask? You think it’s carved on your gills?” he asked with sarcasm.

	“You mean you don’t recognize me?”

	The old Antyran exploded in laughter, which had the effect of quickly enraging Gill. He had no time to fool around, and his companion didn’t seem to have the slightest intent to hurry. Here, on the green hill, time stood still, but surely it was whirling madly around the slimy nest hosting his unprotected body…

	“How would I recognize you? Just look at you,” the Antyran told him, continuing to smile. 

	Gill touched his face, baffled. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it… 

	“Look here,” the old Antyran said, pulling aside the arched branches of a shrub beside him.

	A small hole full of clear water opened near its gnarled roots. As he looked into the water, Gill understood his companion’s amusement. A very familiar, dull mug looked at him from the water mirror—it was the standard face of the artificial intelligences, the ones that drove the taxis and took the food orders. He touched his cheek again. Curiously, his fingers didn’t notice it wasn’t his face. You’re still Gill, they seemed to whisper with a soothing voice.

	“Yes, yes, most have a shock on their first visit. But you’ll get used to it in time,” he said, trying to encourage him. “Maybe you’ll even have the chance to activate your sphere if they let you leave this place. Then you can pick the face you like.”

	“What do you mean ‘if they let you leave’? I can’t disconnect?” he asked, panicked, touching the virtual contacts on his spikes.

	“Come on—leave the prison island, Tormalin, that’s what I meant,” he quickly replied, pointing at the hill behind him. “To jump on the other islands or in the games where the portal spheres materialize.”

	He was stuck here, too. Gill began to understand Ugo’s words when he ordered him not to cross the stream in the valley. Barriers everywhere, but unlike in the real world, he was unable to use the bracelet here, to twist the space as he wished.

	“My name’s Gillabrian,” he said, introducing himself.

	“Ahhh! Now I understand,” the Antyran exclaimed, surprised—quite convincingly. “Gillabrian, one of the five Antyrans who doesn’t need to be introduced anywhere! Please excuse the lack of manners of a poor haggard; my name is Urdun,” he replied affably. 

	Gill accepted his companion’s excuses with a slight hand flutter. It appeared that he had access to the holofluxes—or at least he had during the last few days—because he knew his name. The Antyran seemed friendly, so he decided to say the burning reason why he connected to the virtual world, his spikes congested by the stinging aroma of hope, a hope that—against all logic—Urdun was going to open his mouth and simply tell him how to contact the other inhabitants of the Blue Crevice.

	“Urdun, you’ve got to help me. I need to meet the architects!”

	“Hmm…”

	He didn’t say anything for several seconds. The beginning didn’t seem too encouraging…

	“They haven’t told you how things work around here? We’re prisoners on this meadow.”

	“How do you talk—how do you call someone? Do you have a virtual holophone or some other way?”

	“I’m sorry, but we don’t have any of those. You wait for the guardian’s portal sphere to appear—”

	“Ugo!”

	“Well, I see you had the pleasure of meeting our jure.”

	“Ugo is the city’s jure?” Gill exclaimed, astounded. That explained how he managed to track his moves like a nifle and keep him hidden from the nostrils of the other Antyrans. “I wonder if you have lost your smell to trust this Antyran.”

	“He leads our soldiers from Firalia 9, the clone of the city’s catacombs. Ugo is their smell, sight, and hearing.”

	Firalia 9 had to be one of the virtual islands… He understood the words—after all, they were in Antyran—but their meaning was deeper than the Cenote of the Purple Stone, colder than the Eger’s whirls, and muddier than Gondarra’s shores. What he saw in the catacombs started to make sense, however unbelievable it may have seemed. During the fight, the drugged rebels abandoned their bodies to the jure! The implications were muddying the springs of reality, as if they weren’t muddy enough even without this problem. Another unknown factor appeared in the Baila–Gill equation—and not an easy one. Ugo was something akin to a god-in-the-making, if he hadn’t reached that level yet, he admitted, finally acknowledging the absurd thought he had during the meeting with the jure. I can’t ignore this possibility, the voice of reason whispered in his gills, reminding him of the strange movement of the strategist’s head, which betrayed his weird consistence. 

	Maybe Gill’s desire to meet the architects was a ridiculous and worthless idea. Maybe in Ropolis, only Ugo mattered. Ugo, the one who controlled a whole drugged army through the eyes of the metal licants and portable holophones, from a virtual simulation of the mining capital! The jure of the architects’ world! Gill couldn’t stop asking himself what strange circumstances threw him here in such a place, at such a moment, and in the path of such a creature. Perhaps a coincidence, but it was one that bore the seal of the decantation of strangeness, as if such seemingly meaningless, chaotic happenings became stuck in time’s web, and all of them gathered in the same knot through which he was stubbornly trying to pass.

	Gill closed his eyes for a moment and recalled in his olfactory memory the nine primordial Guk aromas in the focusing harmonics. It had become more important than ever to make sure he didn’t allow haste to blind him and leave essential details un-smelled, details offered too easily… Did the jure underestimate him like Baila, or had things gone as he wished? Gill was more and more convinced that he was exactly where Ugo wanted him to be. And immediately, he had another revelation: Urdun, with all the cover of surprise he played so skillfully, was part of the jure’s plan. 

	Ugo could have locked him alone in a cave—much safer and more convenient. But no, he had to bring Urdun into his path… Suddenly, driven by a premonition, he recalled the details of his meeting with Ugo. On Zhan’s eye! He didn’t have to search much because he immediately remembered a weird detail: before the seemingly enraged architect had cut the holoflux, he had stared at Urdun, luring him to notice the old Antyran and ask the proper questions that would bring him into the virtual world! The subtlety with which the architect planted the seed of connection betrayed a capacity to predict possible futures far beyond anything he could have imagined… Gill felt he had very few advantages—the most important being, of course, that he smelled the trap into which he had fallen.

	He deeply inhaled the virtual air, filling his chest, while his kyi feverishly explored the few possibilities he had in search of a saving crack. Returning to Urdun, could he be sure that the old Antyran was knowingly helping the jure? Well, why would Ugo leave an Antyran who was not under his control, even if a prisoner, alone with Gill? In extraordinary circumstances, no help may prove to be what it seems, he told himself, remembering Alala, who made him believe she wanted to mate with him, although it should have been obvious that Antyran females don’t think of mating when the world is ending…

	He wasn’t going to take the bait for the second time. Yes, the old haggard was playing very convincingly, but Gill’s nostrils had smelled the stink of the trap laid by the mirages of the semantics. Threat. Friendship. Promises. Threat. The four-step cycle would close, and then the attack would follow…

	Could it be that the jure believed him so naïve as to miss that Urdun was his Antyran? Perhaps yes; Ugo had no way of knowing about Gill’s passion for the legendary Guk caste, the most coveted discipline for the smell-kyi of the ancients, declared heretical at Zhan’s arrival and altogether wiped out in the days of the godly invasion. He had no way of knowing this because Guk had disappeared from the collective memory of the Antyrans. For twelve hundred years, dust and oblivion fell on the ancient scrolls, yellowed and eaten by weather and time, but in the last century, scholars had found the remains and hosted them in the tower’s storage rooms. It took decades for the restoration experts to painstakingly piece together the crumbles until the archivists finally had access to some of the most hidden secrets in their vaults, like the books for smell and logic written by the legendary aromary Laixan—true masterpieces of the ancient world.

	After all, Gill had no idea how many archivists had read them and truly understood their meaning, how many had a passion for the logic algorithms like he did. As far as he could figure, some important archivists—Antumar among them—used to scorn Guk as one of the many ridiculous castes of antiquity. That was the reason why they didn’t try to go beyond the dusty covers eaten by rukkus. And the ones who did had no intention of being ridiculed by their peers, so they kept it secret.

	At first, he didn’t realize its efficiency, either—certainly he didn’t dream about the depth of the world he had stepped into. But he started to study it with the naïve impetus that by becoming a Guk disciple, he would become the keeper of a code that would give voice to the hunger for heresy inside him… that he would start a fight with something deeper than death, a fight with the forgetfulness of the hidden universe smelled by the legendary aromaries of antiquity. 

	In time, as he studied and practiced the ancient aromas, he discovered that Guk was in fact a science concealed as a caste; it was the logic of words handled with mathematical algorithms—it was a learned habit of estimating reality through mathematical algorithms triggered by the harmonics of the routine aromas. Thus, he found out how the smell-kyi could lead to the logic of semantics, to what the Antyrans called ikkla—the smell instinct that sniffed the hidden meaning “behind the words.” And the logic of semantics was precisely the tool that wouldn’t let him overlook the cascade of realities revealed by the few words dropped by Urdun.

	After reaching the elementary conclusion that a jure—especially of Ropolis—wouldn’t let the smallest detail around Gill happen “at random,” he finally understood that he had entered into an even more dangerous fight than the one against the prophet. His only chance of escape was to smell the exit hole in the web of mirages spread around him.

	“I’ll find a way to get out of here,” he murmured, mostly to himself.

	“Why don’t you calm down?” Urdun chided him in a friendly tone. “If you have a bit of patience, you’ll be contacted…”

	“Maybe beyond the ravine…”

	He walked toward one of the ravines bordering the meadow. As he approached, he realized that a constant rumble came from its bottom. It took him a while to get used to the darkness, and then he spotted the thorny spheres… An eternal river of giant siclides was flowing through the valley! Totally absurd! But very effective.

	That’s how they keep us isolated, he thought. The walls were almost vertical and couldn’t be descended. But even if he jumped, with the risk of breaking something—if you could break something in a virtual world—the siclides would have been an impenetrable barrier; they didn’t look anything like the ones around Alixxor. They were much larger and studded with three-inch-long thorns, promising a traumatic disconnection for any mad Antyran trying to cross their path. Yes, he became convinced, he wouldn’t pass through there. Maybe the creek…

	“You can’t cross the creek,” shouted Urdun, guessing his plan. “The water is acid—better not try. Understand it: you can’t leave the meadow; it’s your prison. You have water to drink under this tree if you’re thirsty. You can eat flowers or chew grass if you’re hungry. The grass is edible and never ends. Provided, of course, you have a feeding tube inserted in your shell,” he said, smiling briefly.

	Shell… the word was occasionally used as a metaphor, but this time it surprised him. For these Antyrans, the shell meant more than a metaphor—they used shell to refer the physical body left on Ropolis. For them, the virtual world was more important than the real one; they had fallen into its slavery, slaves of a drug that dispelled all other aromas…

	He was stuck there, too, so the wisest thing would be to disconnect, jump back into his “shell,” and defend the Sigian artifact from nasty surprises. However, he was sure that Urdun had the mission to keep him in the virtual realm so that Ugo could confront him on familiar ground, a ground so alien to Gill.

	“Urdun, you told me you invented the licants. Are you an architect?”

	The glimmer in the old Antyran’s eyes told him his deduction was right.

	“You’re a prisoner like me?” Gill asked, deciding to press him further.

	His companion lowered his eyes.

	“I was an architect and helped with this… they had… I was supposed to get on the council, but they involved me in—”

	“If you’re an architect, it means you know how to contact the others,” Gill said, cutting into his garbled rambles rather abruptly. “Tell me how to do it!”

	“Gill, have patience; they’re going to contact you.”

	“Ugo. Ugo’s going to contact me. And I’ve nothing to say to him,” he snapped angrily. “I’m going to disconnect; there’s no point in staying here any longer,” he exclaimed, grabbing the suckers connected to his head spikes. He supposed that if he pulled them off in the virtual world, he would cut the contact; otherwise, why would they exist here, too? “There’s a holophone in the dome. Maybe someone’s calling me, and I’m wasting my time here with you!”

	“Wait!” Urdun shouted in a hurry. “The counselors never talk on the real holophone!”

	Urdun’s breath exhaled an undeniable smell of fear… fear that Gill would leave the imaginary world! The empathy that Urdun played could prove to be a sarpan with two heads, making him vulnerable to sensitive nostrils, trained in Guk’s canons. I’ll make something you won’t like. Let’s see what happens then.

	“You have to tell me who these counselors are.”

	“Twenty-seven architects, the parhontes of Ropolis. They rule both worlds, hidden behind the wall of fire.”

	“What are you talking about?” he burst out incredulously.

	“Why do you wonder? They had built one here to avoid being disturbed. Go to the edge of the meadow and see for yourself. The island with sharp mountains floating a bit higher than ours,” he said, pointing the direction.

	Gill walked around a bush and immediately saw the island. It was even larger than the ice world and had several lofty mountain ranges with sharp crests covered in eternal snowcaps, surrounded by forests of indescribable beauty, even greener than the land under his feet. One mountain range ran perpendicular to the general outline of the rocky cliffs; between two of its tallest peaks, the deep valley was blocked by a shining wall of fire. Judging by its appearance, it was part of a huge dome of flames that seemed to have fallen from the heavens, right behind the mountain peaks.

	“Do you see it? You can’t pass through the firewall unless you have a direct tunnel. They’re so busy… but if there’s an emergency, you can ask for a meeting at the passerby’s tower in Hriballa, the underground city in Borelia’s ice canyon. Or make a complaint from your portal sphere, and if you’re lucky, in several days, an architect will contact you. Anyway, you need a sphere. And you don’t have one.”

	It became clear that he wasn’t going to meet them there. The walls around him appeared impenetrable—mainly due to his ignorance. He felt like a feeble creature, a licant caught in a fragrance trap, unable to find the exit just a few steps away. The prospect of his physical escape through the skylight seemed to be the only chance to upset Ugo’s plans.

	“Where can I find the council in the real Ropolis?” he snapped, throwing Urdun an angry look. 

	“They don’t gather that way. The counselors are artificially fed, and most of them never disconnect, so you can find them only here. Their shells are scattered through the catacombs—nobody knows where, not even how they look or what their real ages and sexes are. I’ve chosen a face to look like the real me, but few others did so.”

	His companion’s voice remained warm, soothing, and conciliatory, as if he wasn’t affected at all by the sharp words probing his reactions. The semantic rapport deviated substantially from the “standard Guk percentile” for Gill to still have any doubts about the old Antyran’s role. Now he could smell Urdun like a box of seeds impregnated with the easy smell of evening. Any Antyran would have been enraged or at least betrayed the slightest trace of annoyance in his voice, but the old haggard couldn’t afford the luxury. He was conditioned with the purpose dictated by the jure, by the need to ensure Gill’s presence here, thus betraying his deceit. Obviously, he wanted something from Gill. What does he want from me? Or better to say, what does he think he wants?

	Gill was hoping he had pushed his companion far enough to unbalance his tenuous control on events, to bring Urdun to the point when the revelations-for-the-sake-of-time would become increasingly damaging for him and he wouldn’t be able to judge their importance anymore. Therefore, he decided to rob him of the very thing that Urdun was trying to keep at all costs: his presence in the virtual realm.

	“When you meet him, tell Ugo that he can’t keep me prisoner in here, and neither in the real world!” he shouted mockingly and grabbed the interface to pull it off.

	“Wait!”

	The almost-comical despair on his companion’s face told him that his deduction was correct.

	“How do I get to the architects?” he said, pinning him with his eyes. 

	“I can’t get you there. If I’m caught helping you… it’s going to be my last stupidity in this world!”

	“So you can leave the meadow!” he said, grinning, satisfied by Urdun’s disclosure. 

	Urdun didn’t reply, but he looked around as if he was afraid of something or waiting for someone to come.

	“Please, don’t leave!” the old Antyran implored him. 

	“Will you help me?” he asked menacingly, convinced that he had discovered the way to control Urdun.

	“No. But you can’t leave right now,” Urdun replied, looking at him strangely.

	Suddenly, he felt an icy breeze sliding along his tail. He shivered and rubbed his hands together to warm them. Just when he thought it was over, the cold breeze came back behind him. He turned to figure out where was the frost coming from, but he couldn’t see anything. As he was about to resume his little chat with Urdun, the frosty wind caught him again.

	He turned back, but he saw no one.

	“Anyone here?” he exclaimed.

	The coldness sensation caught him harder, squeezing his dorsal ganglions in a vice, and then it released them.

	“Urdun, I feel something on my back. There’s something here with us!”

	“Who do you think it could be?” he muttered, seemingly unconcerned. “There’s just you and me.”

	No, it wasn’t just an impression. Something or someone was there, stalking him. For a brief moment, he thought he saw a ghost as the frosty air began to tremble with a different density than the one in the glade. Everything lasted for a mere fraction of a second, but Gill was sure they had some company.

	“What’s there?” he barked at the old haggard.

	Urdun avoided his eyes as if… as if he knew all too well what was happening!

	The frosty claw caught the nape of his neck and began to run along his spine, paralyzing his muscles as it went, dizzying him completely. He felt several long fingers opening inside his skull like the petals of a poisonous flower.

	“Help me,” he rattled, falling on his knees, his whole body trembling.

	Urdun looked at him condescendingly.

	“First times are always like that; bixan is giving you a weird out-of-body feeling like someone is controlling your muscles. Tarmon’s islands get numbed, and you lose the ‘inside’ balance. Just a side effect of the drug, really!”

	“I have… to… get rid of…” he mumbled, barely moving his lips, while the spasms became unbearable. His muscles were so contracted, he couldn’t breathe at all.

	“It’ll end quickly,” Urdun reassured him. 

	The fingers started to ransack his memory thoroughly. Flames of all colors crackled in his head, and the pain was harder and harder to bear. Something or someone was trying to break his kyi, to torture every cell, seemingly with the only concern of causing him suffering. Surely another one of the jure’s machinations!

	He could barely lift his arm to grab the interface.

	“Stop! Do you want to die?” Urdun exclaimed.

	He stopped for a moment.

	“Your nerve bundles are controlled by the interface. If you pull it out, the shock will be too much for your ganglions; a river of calcium will flood in and stop your hearts!”

	“How… do I… disconnect?” he babbled, pierced by the invisible sarpans.

	“Have a little patience, will you?”

	Gill tried again to disconnect, unconvinced by Urdun’s words.

	“Fine, if you don’t believe me, go ahead,” Urdun chided him, turning his back.

	For a split second he almost believed him, but then he saw Urdun’s gills: they were scarlet and pulsed frantically in an effort to hide his panic.

	“You’re lying,” Gill muttered.

	“I’ll help you leave the glade if that’s what you want! We’re going to meet the counselors!” his companion said, making another attempt to buy time.

	One by one, his tortured muscles stopped trembling, paralyzed by the claws inside his skull. Their purpose seemed clear now: they were trying to take control of his body to prevent him from pulling the interface off. With every second, they inched closer and closer to their goal.

	On the other tail, Gill was equally determined to escape. He began fighting the numbness, but he quickly found that he couldn’t raise his arms high enough to remove the interface. Had he lost already?

	His feet still listened to him—the paralysis was traveling much slower downward, being focused on his head and the upper part of his body. Without wasting more time, he stumbled toward the ravine that bordered the meadow. For a moment, he glimpsed the river of deadly mutant siclides, and then he jumped into it.

	A whirling vortex of sensations swallowed him in an instant. It was so powerful that it sucked away even the last crumble of air still inside his chest. Was… Urdun telling the truth? The horrible suspicion speared his kyi. But in the next instant, the twister threw him into his nest in the real Ropolis. The bixan hadn’t finished its effect—he was still feeling dizzy and confused. But the evil presence was gone, and he could finally fill his chest with plenty of stinky air.

	He touched the bracelet stealthily through the tunic’s fabric and found, relieved, that it was lying dutifully on his arm. The three specks of fluff scattered on the edge of the nest he had left before he fell asleep were still there, a sign that no disturbance had happened in the dome during his kyi’s absence from the “shell.”

	Although he had expected to be attacked, the assault took him completely by surprise. Yet, he had no reason to blame himself. After all, who could have expected that such a technology existed in Ropolis? The kyi’s holiness was protected by impenetrable walls raised over time by Bailas’ edicts. The Shindam’s scholars had barely made a few feeble steps toward deciphering its mysteries. The only real application was the neural inductor, but its brutish manipulation of the vestibular apparatus was no match for the invasion of his ganglions by the ice creature. The virtual world was far from innocent, and the mining city was serving only as a decoy. 

	Gill started to understand… He had only lifted the veil just a little bit, he had only stayed there for several minutes, and yet it became obvious that the real world was there, on the other side of the interface. How naïve he was to imagine he had landed in the middle of a puny revolt against the temples… What was happening here was much, much worse! Baila had his reasons to attack with blind rage. The Ropolis population—totally out of control, crazy, and drugged to the brim, became increasingly alien from everything Antyra stood for; with every passing day, it was growing like a mutant excrescence, morphing under their very eyes into another species.

	Loneliness began to hurt him physically. He would have given anything to be able to talk with a friendly creature he didn’t have to suspect of betrayal or hidden interests. Unfortunately, he had no choice—he was forced to carry the secret alone in a hostile world till he died. Until then, he would trust nobody: all, even the closest Antyrans, would be corrupted by Baila’s or Ugo’s treacherous aromas.

	He absently gazed at Urdun’s “shell” laying in the other nest, the feeding tubes swarming in his inert body. Is he able to disconnect to the real world after such a long time? he wondered with purely scientific interest. That would be a great topic for comparative anatomy, if he ever reached his lab in the Archivists Tower and, obviously, if he could scan Urdun’s “shell.” Hmm, the Archivists Tower… The bitter cloud of remembrance brought back in his memory the tarjis’ blind fury. By this time, the tower was most likely reduced to a pile of smoldering rubble, the tomb of so many irreplaceable artifacts from their world’s ancient history…

	He deformed the space in front of the skylight, ready to push his body outside and trigger the chaos of a general pursuit—this time through the dark catacombs of the Blue Crevice. Yet, something held him back. The swarming tubes in his companion’s body gave him an idea… But he was hesitant to go into the trance again, afraid that he might be attacked by the invisible creature. What worried him most was that the assault might unfold much more quickly this time. Probably Ugo, the entity, whatever it was, learned from the previous encounter and would paralyze his feet along with his hands. On the other tail, he knew the nature of the weapon; at the first sign of coldness, he would pull off the interface…

	Could he afford to risk his precious tail again? The more he thought about it, the more tempting was the idea. A hasty return to the virtual world after such a dreadful encounter would be the last thing Ugo would expect from him. After all, a jure’s effectiveness could be diminished to the same extent by complacency as by not knowing his opponent.

	This time, he woke up before the stinky licants had a chance to reach him. His body quickly adapted to the drug. Urdun lay against a tree, overwhelmed by thoughts, but he raised his eyes as soon as he noticed Gill’s appearance.

	“You’re back already?” Urdun exclaimed, bewildered, unable to believe his nostrils that he could smell him again. “I thought—”

	“How do I get out of here?” Gill yelled brutally, wiping the fake joy off his mug. 

	‘I told you, there’s no way…”

	“You said it’s possible! Right now, I want the details!” Gill made a few menacing steps toward him.

	“I don’t know!” Urdun cried defensively. He tried to sound convincing, but Gill could smell the stink of his lies from the distance.

	“You lie! When I wanted to disconnect, you promised we’d go to the architects!”

	“I said it just so you wouldn’t harm yourself. You felt it on your tail; you can’t cross the siclides…”

	“Stop lying, Urdun! I know you’re Ugo’s Antyran. It’s over! I’m going to the dome to disconnect you! Maybe the real world will help you become more reasonable!”

	Gill made a move to pull off the interface.

	“Wait!” Urdun screamed, terrified, “You’re going to kill me!”

	He was expecting the answer—after all, the skinny “shell” in the nest didn’t seem able to take care of itself. But he also knew he was able to make good on his threats without any of his head spikes wrinkling the slightest. In the last few days, he had killed quite a lot of Antyrans with no remorse, so he decided to press on.

	“Why should I believe you, old fool? You lied so many times, I don’t care what you say anymore!”

	“I haven’t woken up in ages,” Urdun cried. “If you disconnect me, it is over! My kyi has lost its functions, and only the machines keep me alive. I’ll die in minutes!”

	“All right, let’s pretend for a moment you’re telling the truth. I’m going to ask you nicely one more time: How do I get out of here?” he asked in a hostile voice, which promised nothing good.

	His face congested by fear, Urdun started to look around, most likely awaiting the return of the ice creature.

	“Well? I can’t hear you…”

	“Shhh.” Urdun made a sign for Gill to shut up. “The licants are his spies. When you want to say something, make sure there’s no one around!”

	“I don’t see any—” 

	“Come here.”

	Urdun pulled the bushes near him, pointing at the waterhole where Gill had earlier mirrored his face.

	“I’m going to get disconnected by you or by Ugo, so why worry?” Urdun exclaimed angrily. “This way we can reach the nearby island.”

	Seeing Gill’s distrustful eyes, he added, “The smart architects always leave hidden gates. I was one of them—obviously I know the shortcuts around here,” he said, smiling bitterly. “We have many hidden doors scattered all around the islands.”

	“And how do you propose to travel through the water?” Gill asked incredulously.

	“Breathe normally. You may inhale it without drowning.”

	“What? Is it keron? I thought only the military had such substances.”

	“Come on—keron? We’re in a virtual world. What’s stopping us from having things like this? It’s the perfect gate. Who would ever imagine this water is breathable?”

	Gill stared at him, unsure whether to believe him or not. 

	“After all, I offered to help you,” said Urdun. “If you don’t want to go, we may stay here.”

	“Go ahead,” he barked peevishly.

	Without a word, the old Antyran jumped into the hole, splashing the disk-shaped grass around.

	Gill approached the waterhole and looked into its crystal-clear depths, startled by the prospect of jumping in headfirst . He saw Urdun’s feet quickly swimming away. He had to follow him if he didn’t want to lose him from his sight, but the thought that the cold water would rush into his chest and quickly suffocate him wasn’t exactly reassuring. He felt the atavistic fear of drowning that had haunted the Antyrans ever since their long-gone ancestors had lost the ability to breathe underwater through the recessive gills.

	His companion was barely visible. He couldn’t give up, not with Sigia’s fate at stake.

	“On Zhan’s eye!” he exclaimed. He gathered all his courage, closed his nostrils, and jumped in after Urdun.

	Just as expected, the water was cold as ice, and the tunnel was long, narrow, and darker with every inch.

	Very soon, he couldn’t hold his breath, and Urdun was still swimming forward. He couldn’t glimpse another realm or even a cave to provide a mouthful of air. When he realized he couldn’t go further, he tried to turn back, but the walls were too narrow. Gill started to struggle, muddying the water around him. As soon as he took his hand from his nostrils, the cold water gushed in… He inhaled it into his chest, suffocating, while trying to reach the interface to pull it off.

	After several seconds of agonizing convulsions, he calmed down. Urdun didn’t lie this time; he could breathe normally—although perhaps a bit harder than in the air. The only inconvenience was that the cold was freezing his chest, but it was not so much as to prevent him from going forward. 

	Terror gave way to excitement. The feeling of breathing water, of being able to breathe it like air, filled him with a kind of euphoria unknown to his species since time immemorial!

	After several dozens of yards, he saw light, a sign that they approached another exit. The tunnel became slightly larger, allowing him to swim vigorously to catch up with Urdun.

	They came out of the hole in a dense forest of tall trees, covered in small, thin leaves curved in all directions. The leaves had a dark green—almost black—hue. The light was weaker here, and not just because of the trees—it was dusk. It seemed they had left the prison island and arrived on another one where the local time was just before nightfall.

	Urdun scouted the surroundings as if he expected something dangerous to come out of the darkness. Satisfied with the inspection, he pointed to a small opening in the thicket.

	“See the path? Go on, it will lead to a road.”

	“And you?”

	“Right behind you. Be careful not to lose the trail; it’s not wise to stray off the path in this place.”

	“The council is on this island?”

	“Be patient, we’ll get to it later.”

	They traveled for a while in the woods, Gill leading the way and Urdun a few steps behind. The air around was heavy, cold, and moist, and no breath of wind could pass through the impenetrable green wall. They had to hurry to avoid freezing to the bones. As they pressed on, the place gradually revealed its true face… It was a sinister, huge swamp, suffocated by poisonous gases and covered by black trees growing in the mud. Over time, the fallen trunks and leaves made a putrid platform, hiding most of the water and mud underneath. Only occasionally, in a few less-crowded places, they could see the long, thin stems of the arkanes, the herbs of the peat bogs.

	The place looked exactly like the childhood stories of the Black Forest, the place where no mortal should enter…

	In the story of the Black Forest, the trees were purposely impregnated by the bog’s nifle to confuse the travelers while the trails behind them changed their place. The poor Antyrans who had the misfortune to step inside were never to be seen again, their kyis forever doomed to haunt the clearings and lure other victims to end up like them. 

	Of course, it was only a legend of the old days before Zhan’s coming, a story told at dusk in the aromary rooms customary in all respectable nesting shelters. The storyteller always started by opening his aromary box, to allow the carefully crafted fragrances to spread into the air and accompany the story.

	Bailas had banned all the legends that made Antyrans believe in anything else but Zhan, but they didn’t die. Parents kept telling them to their children, from generation to generation, even though in the last centuries nobody believed them . Nobody believed them because there were no black forests anymore…71 

	And yet, Gill was in precisely such a forest.

	He turned to speak to Urdun, but his companion had disappeared. 

	“Urdun! Where are you? Urdun!”

	No one answered, not even the echo. He shivered, pervaded by cold, the bitter flavor of defeat stalking him from all the corners of the sinister forest. Urdun wasn’t scared by his threats and had dared to deceive him again…

	The realism of the simulation made him forget where he was; it made him lose sight of essential details—like the fact that in the realm of mirages, things were never what they seemed.

	The old Antyran had seemed genuinely frightened by the prospect of a forced disconnection, numbing Gill’s vigilance. For a moment, he felt the sharp sting of fear—he underestimated Ugo and stepped obliviously into a new trap, a plan hidden in another plan… What else did he miss? He couldn’t understand—when did Ugo have the time to warp all the threads of the complicated reality in which he had trapped him? How did the jure manage to anticipate his every move? The enemy proved to be more resourceful and dangerous than he imagined… more dangerous than he could have ever imagined.

	His negligence in allowing his companion to walk behind him might have closed the doors of the virtual world. He would be forced to follow the only remaining path that Ugo was unaware of—the escape through the skylight—in a storm of physical violence. It would be a long day, a day when death would gather with obscenity a rich harvest of kyis. And the kyis… would belong to the others.

	For an instant, he stopped to look at the inner seed that lent him strength to move forward, regardless of the number of bodies he had to step on. A quote came into his head, a paragraph from the Book of Creation Inrumiral, verse 12.3. The orations of Zhan’s third coming: “From darkness with darkness combined, from ice upon ice multiplied, through the vein of night, Arghail creeps into existence. His footsteps will fade and his voice will vanish, and eternity will be death.” 

	He was feeling the same about himself; he was feeling the source of power growing inside him with every passing moment, becoming more indifferent to the sight of death. 

	The madness of the last days insinuated in his kyi like an insidious, toxic aroma, which, for the first time, made him doubt that he still knew where the border between good and evil was. Maybe Baila wasn’t so wrong to proclaim that “Gillabrian is Arghail’s tool.” The night’s border was thin, and he no longer had a problem with crossing it. For Sigia.

	He turned back on his steps, trying to make as little noise as he could, afraid that he’d wake the forest’s life lurking in the darkness. But the old Antyran was nowhere to be found, so he finally burst toward the tunnel leading to the prison meadow on Tormalin. Although it was the only path, he kept losing it and had to search it out through the thicket, his head spikes wrinkled by the fear that he might be lost for good. Was the fear clouding his smell, or was the path playing tricks on him?

	After several long minutes, he finally reached the puddle to Tormalin without finding a trace of his fellow companion. It was definitely the right hole, surrounded by their footprints embedded in the mud. Where could he be, then? Perhaps in his running, he had passed a crossroad and didn’t see some other path. He decided to search one more time, so he turned back and began walking on the trail, this time checking any opening in the bushes or any smell that could reveal a different path.

	Gill had already passed two broader trees on the right side when he figured out that the light-colored spot between them could be a footprint. He turned to smell it. Undoubtedly, here Urdun had left his treacherous trail embedded in the muddy ground. His hearts pounding fiercely in his chest, he pushed aside the fleshy arkane bushes and saw a forest path, narrower than the one he just left and completely camouflaged by the vegetation. He could barely squeeze under the thick branches that formed a compact canopy over his head. Without hesitation, he began to creep slowly into the dark, careful to avoid the smallest rustle, to find out what the old Antyran was up to.

	He didn’t have to crawl for long; after he pushed a knotty branch blocking his view, he almost stumbled into the small glade where Urdun was hiding. He instantly froze, trying to avoid the slightest sound that would betray his presence. Fortunately, his companion—or, better to say, ex-companion—was too absorbed to notice him. Urdun was looking at a spot between two broad trees fused at the base, like a giant V. Behind them, a ten-foot-tall basaltic eruption rose from the bog, its columns titled to the right or collapsed under the weight of the passing eons. 

	Around the glade, the forest was darker and more impenetrable than anywhere else. The icy wind blowing from the rocks gave him a good clue of who—or what—Urdun’s companion was, in case he still had any doubts…

	“I delayed him as much as I could. I kept my side of the deal. I hope you don’t fail this time, or else he’ll disconnect me!”

	“Still a coward,” mocked a familiar voice from the basalt pile.

	The ice creature that had attacked him earlier in the prison meadow was the jure himself, Gill realized, not at all surprised. His first attack had failed, so they prepared the second. The architect’s weird nature revealed yet another face, one of many he could surely morph into. 

	He thought of turning back, convinced that Ugo would find him if he lingered any longer, but their little chat was far too interesting to miss…

	“What’s the bother if you’re disconnected? Your shell will die in a few days anyway,” the shadow kept taunting him.

	“I know, I know. I’d rather you didn’t remind me of that little detail. I’d hate to die and promised myself to stretch it as much as possible!”

	“You squirm needlessly and hoard miasmas in your kyi.”

	“Of course, how easy for you to say! You’re here in the light, and I’ll end up down in the amnesic smog. After you wake me up, I want to be brought to Rabinda. I want to be the first. Do you hear me?”

	“Don’t worry. Ugo always keeps his promise!”

	“You do that! I’m fed up with the council’s foolishness and their stupid restrictions. How much we could have progressed if dear Forbat and the other cowards wouldn’t have betrayed the kaura dead!”

	“Very soon, the council won’t mean anything. But for that, I have to smell Gillabrian’s glands…”

	His self-preservation instinct whispered that it was about time to leave the place. Deciding to follow it for a change, Gill started to walk backward, his hearts shrunk like a fluff of licant at the thought that he would make a noise and betray his presence. As soon as he reached the path, he stepped quietly in the opposite direction than the one indicated by Urdun, hoping to buy some time. 

	He instinctively felt that he was slipping again into a temporal knot, sensing that the following minutes would become essential for the bracelet’s survival. The safest thing to do now was to employ the smell-kyi acuity to reveal the path: Should he disconnect to evade through the skylight, or search a way out of the dark forest? 

	He was smelling a web of possibilities, most of them ending with him ripped apart by metallic licants or paralyzed by an inductor hidden in a mirage, yet the riskiest roads were in the virtual world, where Ugo was making the rules, and the surprises couldn’t be possibly anticipated by a newcomer. Still, he decided to stay in the simulation as long as he wasn’t in obvious danger. At least he wouldn’t have to kill anyone…

	When he reached the waterhole leading to Tormalin, he decided to keep running away from the jure—it made no sense to travel back to the prison glade. Suddenly, a gust of cold wind hissing with the screams of a thousand guvals came from behind, twisting the branches and shaking their needle leaves in his head. Could it be that the jure finally discovered his little ruse? 

	Forgetting all caution, he started to run as fast as his feet could carry him.

	The dark forest was colluding with the enemy to prevent his escape; the heavy branches were hurting his face with their needle leaves while his feet were stumbling on the unidentifiable scraps of rotten vegetation or sinking in the mud up to the ankles. And all this time, he had to follow an ephemeral path that didn’t allow itself to be followed.

	Due to his haste, he was hit pretty badly by a tree trunk he didn’t notice, yet he pushed his body to run even faster, with all the risk of sinking in the stinking mud hidden under the putrid, unstable platform he was running on.

	Covered in mud and frozen to the bones, he felt that his feet couldn’t carry his weight any longer. Whoever designed this world has outdone himself—and perhaps even exaggerated a bit with the realism of the details, he thought. It would have been quite useful—since he was in a virtual world—to be able to run without getting tired, but that didn’t happen at all. 

	Suddenly, his left leg sank deep into a pit hidden under rotten debris. Afraid that he might sink in the mud, he flung himself onto his belly, rolling over the decayed stumps. He barely got to his feet, gathering the scraps of will he still had to keep playing an absurd game whose aim he didn’t understand. 

	As he went on the trail, his eyes spotted the hole on which he had stumbled. The water collected inside was crystal clear, an improbable reality in a sea of mud dotted by murky, pestilential puddles that stunk awfully. The resemblance to the other exit immediately struck him. Could it be another gate?

	A cold gush of wind came from behind, reminding him that time was running out. He rushed to pull the rotting branches that blocked the entry until the hole became big enough to fit his size. Without hesitating this time, he jumped headfirst into the frozen fountain. From the first mouthful of water, he found, relieved, that it was breathable. He began to swim through a gallery dug in pink granite, stained by blue dots and shimmering mica.

	The light at the end of the tunnel was much stronger than the last time. Through the clear water, he could already see trees mirrored in the pit, trees that had nothing of the sinister looks of the black forest. A thin rod landed in the water, making ripples on its surface. After a second, it stretched with a pop and covered almost all of the opening, leaving him in the dark. He didn’t understand what had happened, but when he reached the end of the underwater tunnel and pushed it aside, he realized it was a seed. In the new realm, the tekals were shedding their seeds…

	The majestic tekal trees around him were part of a hilltop forest in the middle of stripping its carnivorous seeds under the breath of a fresh breeze. As soon as the rods touched the earth, they popped in a cloud of dust, opening their fleshy pulp, red as the hearts of fire—a bait for the hungry licants. Of course, it was a deadly trap, because the licants glued on them ended up digested, food for the tender plants to grow roots in the juicy earth. 

	Soon, the living carpet covered most of the ground, and Gill could hardly walk without stepping on it.

	The land was strewn with massive blocks of marble, their milky crags rising through the rug of seeds. So much tekal on the imaginary island, and so little left on Antyra I! The extinction of the licants wasn’t exactly a great idea; the forests with the most prized wood were dwindling with every felled tree, and no new seeds were growing roots in the absence of the energy-rich meal offering.

	The waterhole through which he exited had a circular marble railing carved by skilled hands. The excess water trickled over the lip of the basin, directly into a trough for watering moulans. It was a small fountain built for the travelers walking on the nearby path to quench their thirst.

	In a few steps, he got out of the forest. The hill bordered a green river meadow covered by the same strange discoidal grass he had seen in Tormalin, dotted here and there by dwarf bushes riddled with curved thorns. Nearby, the slope was gentle, but further downhill, it became steep and rocky, hiding its base.

	On the other part of the valley, there was another hill, taller than the one where he stood, strewn with thick bushes and round like the baldness of a zabulan.72 

	A wide and shallow river flowed from the narrow valley at his left. After a large meander, it quickly disappeared from sight, hidden by a dense forest.

	The valley was apparently followed by a dirt road on his left, flanked on both sides by steep, forested ravines, dotted with jagged rock ridges. Farther away, in the same direction, he saw a huge mountain split by an impressive glacial trough, carved by the glittering tongue of a huge glacier. 

	He filled his chest with fresh air. Millions of small, yellow stems of vermalin dotted the green, juicy grass covering the hill; their sweet scent caressed his nostrils, helping him to forget the awful stench of the black swamps.

	The road in the valley had to go somewhere; Gill decided to reach it by following the small creek that flowed from the portal fountain. The trail was muddy, and he had to step on the flat, sparkling mica rocks in its riverbed. 

	He hadn’t descended much when his eyes were drawn by a patch of mud that had a footprint in it. A small dent filled with standing water, in which there was a… foot-glove73 of a child?

	He grabbed it between two fingers and pulled it out of the mud. Immediately, he noticed it was lighter than a snowflake and didn’t look like a glove but, rather, like a tiny leather shoe, shaped for a foot with two equal fingers. At first glance, he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, but then he understood the riddle—the trees, the sky, the grass, his palm, all were mirrored by the shoe in his hand. A shoe of a chameleon dwarf!

	The virtual world didn’t cease to surprise him. The tiny object came as a tail blow in the face of the normality he thought—for a moment—that he had regained. 

	Getting over the initial shock, he looked carefully around. Soon, he noticed that other footprints similar to the first one riddled the muddy creek. A whole bunch of chameleons had recently passed through the area. 

	Driven by curiosity, he went after them to see where they led.

	They were so well camouflaged, and his senses were so untrained to locate them, that he almost stumbled into them. He had reached right in the middle of their pack before he noticed them, when they moved out of his way—hundreds of dwarf chameleons, all around him! Up close, they were betrayed by the tremor of the air, resembling the whirling refraction of a wildfire.

	Their transparency reminded him of the sinister shadow that had attacked him in the prison meadow. Save for their diminutive stature, the dwarves were strikingly similar to the virtual Ugo. The jure wouldn’t have any difficulty hiding among their ranks, he worried.

	The chameleons were mythical creatures of the folklore before Zhan’s coming—usually described as more or less similar to an Antyran, but missing the tail and gills. Instead, the legends told of a pair of oversized funnels surrounding their hearing alveoli, and sly little eyes placed close to the nostrils.

	Since they were in a meadow, they had naturally “borrowed” the dark green color of the grass—even their sparse head spikes became green. The white of their eyes, however, contrasted with the rest of their appearance—and also the conical gray teeth, which became visible when their owners displayed a foolish grin if they noticed they were being looked at.

	One of the dwarves approached him and took a deep bow. The others immediately followed suit by putting their little palms on the grass. Without a word, the first creature unwrapped a piece of metal from under the folds of his mantle and handed it over. 

	The object resembled the scratching claws used in antiquity, quite similar to the ones he had a chance to study in the vaults of the Archivists Tower. But the grayish-white shiny color, which left him no doubt it was cast of platinum, and the prominence of the claws were good hints that it had a different significance altogether. He knew it, of course, all too well: the Brocat of Loyalty, which meant that the chameleons put themselves under his direct command. Command to do what? Could the creatures be the avatars of some Ropolitans? Or maybe artificial intelligences with some functions in this twisted world? He suspected that he had stumbled into a land of legends, a game…

	He reached out for the brocat, hoping to get some answers. Indeed, as soon as he took it in his palm, a gentle breeze started to blow several yards away, quickly turning into a violent dust devil that swirled the grass disks and dry vegetation in its dizzying dance. A hole of darkness appeared at the base of the twister—a rupture in the space structure that expanded to make room for a… a white, translucent sphere, taller than his stature. It could only be the portal sphere Urdun had told him about!

	Without delay, the side facing him opened lengthwise, and a young female stepped out of the object. She had swarthy skin and childish features—playful blue eyes deep as the Blue Crevice, complemented by a slightly open mouth showing her perfect teeth, framed by fleshy, prominent lips. She was the kind of female that everyone liked from the first glance, except for the tarjis—who would have surely been offended by the boldness of her tunic, which generously exposed her left shoulder.

	The outline of her delicate body, combined with the firmness of her muscles—which could be guessed under the slippery fabric of her clothes—deeply unsettled him. Gill wasn’t able to fully understand the reason. Was she deceiving him with hidden aromas? He felt the dashing pulse of his hearts beating wildly in his head spikes, but then he remembered Urdun’s sayings, that in the virtual world, everyone looked as they wished. He had no way of knowing what kind of shell lay abandoned in the fluff of a greasy nest, crammed in a cave she might share with other bixanids immersed in trance.

	Four disproportionately tall, muscular individuals descended from the same sphere right after the female. They were most likely artificial intelligences; they looked identical and were dressed in yellow tunics embroidered with strange symbols. Moreover, he could read the text painted in blue on their right asymmetrical shoulder: “Property of the Games Registry—Valley A2—Statistics.”

	Just as he was about to greet her, he saw the scar on her bare shoulder—an utril with open wings, incised deeply in her skin. On Zhan’s eye, a grah! Only they used such tribal tattoos! That explained the robustness of her making, the feeling of wildness barely tamed by a smattering of etiquette—her strangeness that he smelled from the first moment their eyes met.

	As an archivist, he knew all too well the origin of the grahs. They had a common ancestor with the Antyrans, but a fateful migration of the North Pole right in the middle of the only continent, some five hundred thousand years prior, had split the two populations. Strong and violent, swift to shed blood but honoring truth and justice, passionate in love as well as in hate, the grahs went through countless wars, alliances, and even marriages with the Antyrans—although, in most cases, the fruits of such unnatural bindings were born sterile and didn’t live long. 

	Everything came to an end some 1,282 years ago after the battle of the Black Hill and the inevitable fall of Zagrada, the grah capital, the city of the magnificent ice temples. The cruel Baitar Raman had unleashed his Gondarran assassins, who did an exemplary job of wiping out the grah civilization from Antyra’s surface—proving an effectiveness that scared even the Antyrans, with all the gratuitous violence exhibited by the soldiers in the turbulent times in which they lived. 

	So fierce was the onslaught that the few grah survivors never recovered to form a nation or even a modest settlement. Not that they became extinct, for some clusters remained scattered here and there, especially the ones already living in the Antyran cities. But the magnitude of the massacre created a huge moral dilemma. The Antyrans instinctively knew that the only feeling a grah could harbor for them was hatred, hatred for their species, for the color of their eyes, for the lack of a tattoo—hatred they were meant to carry in their kyis until the end of time. Therefore, from that day on, no one trusted the grahs. They were expelled from the city centers, forced to live a nomadic life, without education, forced to do the dirtiest or most degrading things that Antyrans themselves didn’t want to do.

	Each time a crime or transgression happened, the bloodthirsty crowd took to the streets or forests to hunt grahs. It seemed that the evil escaped from its bindings on that fateful day caused its own ridiculous justification, like a siclide wildfire creating its own weather. It forced them to do more harm to blur the previous one, to enter a loop that would haunt them forever, feeding on the madness that consumed Zagrada’s temples and the defenseless bodies of its inhabitants.

	In time, the surviving grahs became miners and metalworkers, skilled artisans—the most famous being Adamonde himself—the blacksmith who forged the sarpan Ucancarul and the Saurra tail-sheaths belonging to Raman’s moulan. These artifacts became the most cherished Antyran symbols of late antiquity, but they were all lost during Zhan’s attack on Raman’s capital, some thirty-two years after the fall of Zagrada.

	During the last century, the grahs had disappeared from Alixxor and other large cities—but seemingly not from Ropolis. After all, Antyra III was a mining world, and the grahs were miners and great metalworkers. It shouldn’t be surprising that they found the best hideout in the Blue Crevice, which shielded them from the curiosity of the officials. Moreover, the terrible life in the underground might have forced the residents, regardless of their species, to rely on one another, to share the meager crumbles of flour and the deadly risks they had to face every day; it would have been the perfect environment to erase preconceptions…

	Gill didn’t think he had a bias toward them, and yet he felt instinctively that it wouldn’t be easy to trust the female. He suspected the feeling was mutual. Either way, however, he succeeded. He had managed to break Ugo’s web!

	He greeted her warmly by spinning his right palm, but she didn’t bother to answer. Not again, he thought, disappointed—but then he remembered he was wearing the dull, expressionless face of the flour dealers, identical to that of the four giants following her.

	“Get him!” she ordered in a voice loaded with surprising hostility for someone so pleasant-looking, seeding the certainty that he hadn’t escaped from Ugo’s trap. Could she be one of Ugo’s many faces, even though the voice didn’t resemble his at all? Or maybe another creature under his control?

	Two of the four companions jumped forward surprisingly fast for their size and restrained his hands as he frantically struggled to reach the interface. It took him only a moment to realize he had fallen into a trap, his ganglions exposed and at the mercy of the ice monster!

	Bewildered, he tried to understand why he hadn’t moved more swiftly, why he was captured so easily. He had allowed himself to be disturbed by the female’s presence. Her childish appearance numbed his reactions, and the attack took him completely by surprise.

	“How did you get here?” whipped her question.

	“I passed through a tunnel,” he said, looking in the direction of the riverbed through which he descended. “From an isla—”

	“You know cheating is punished!” she yelled angrily, cutting his words. “You thought we wouldn’t catch an illegal entry in a game?”

	“What are you talking abo—”

	“From this moment on, you have lost the right of the bixan. The council will block your avatar!” She turned to the other two creatures. “Find his sphere!” she ordered.

	“But I don’t—”

	“Silence! You will talk only in front of the council before banishment!”

	The two AIs were squeezing him in their palms, as large as the cups of magneto-bulldozers, crushing his arms and forcing him to make un-Antyran efforts to abstain from screaming in pain. The other two were searching for something on the ground—as if a portal sphere could be so small as to become lost in the discoidal grass crushed under the chameleons’ little feet. 

	Unable to find anything, they pulled ultraviolet laser lenses from their belts and swept the air around, seemingly at random.

	“Chameleons!” screamed Gill, writhing in the grasp of the AIs. “You swore loyalty to me! Save my tail!”

	The chameleons were staring at him, grinning stupidly when they met his eyes… but predictably, they did nothing to save him from the trap. So much for their Brocat of Loyalty, he thought, angered. 

	“It’s an order!” he cried in another desperate attempt to mobilize them—unfortunately, just as successful as the first one.

	The grah female burst into a crystalline laughter, holding her belly with both hands.

	“Are you crazy? You know it’s a game, right?” Then she gazed at him suspiciously. “Who—”

	“We can’t find his portal,” one of the AIs interrupted.

	“Search again! No, just pull off his interface, and he’s going to fall on the portal island. Wait,” she told the two who held him immobilized. “I’m going to jump first to make sure he won’t escape.” She made a sign to the other two giants to enter the portal, and she turned back to leave.

	Gill had no doubt that if they disconnected him, he’d fall into reality and escape. But… that could only mean the female wasn’t working for Ugo! Otherwise, she could have just kept him prisoner until the arrival of the jure. Her intention was to bring him before the Parhontes Council, exactly where he wanted to go.

	“Wait! I don’t have a sphere!” he yelled, deciding he couldn’t miss perhaps his last chance to meet the parhontes. “If you disconnect me, I’ll wake up to reality!”

	“What do you mean you don’t have a portal? Are you kidding?”

	“I don’t have a portal! Why don’t you understand that?” he screamed, exasperated by the pain in his arms. “Aiii! Listen, can you ask your brutes to stop sq—”

	“Who are you?”

	“Gillabrian.”

	“Gilla…” she began. “Ohh!” She opened her eyes widely. “Gillabrian, the one chased by Baila?”

	“In spikes and tail!”

	She became speechless for a moment, not knowing what to say. Obviously, she wasn’t prepared for a surprise of such magnitude. She quickly regained her posture and exclaimed, in a softer voice this time, “On Zhan’s eye, what are you doing here?”

	“I’d like to know who I’m talking to,” he replied, angered by her lack of manners—even though, still being her prisoner, the palm ritual didn’t necessarily apply in his situation.

	“Sandara,” she said, flinching, surprised by his tone. She realized he read her hesitation, so she asked him again sternly, “Gillabrian, tell me, what are you doing here?”

	“Hiding from the prophet, what else?” he exclaimed, grimacing in pain, needles of numbness running through his tortured arms like burning phosphorus.

	“Incidentally, I run the Games Registry,” she replied gravely, as if the function meant something important in the virtual world. “That’s why I was alerted when you entered this island illegally. I hope you realize that after Baila’s nice hologram of your… tail, I checked the city’s records. I know you’re not Ropolitan, and you can’t just be here. How did you get into the city?”

	Under the unrelenting squeezing of the AIs, he couldn’t think anymore—now, when he needed more than ever to weight his words. The grah female appeared utterly indifferent to his suffering. Indifference—no, more like revulsion—was an entirely expected thing from a grah. They never displayed any sign of pain, no matter how great was their suffering. That was why in the old times, the grahs weren’t taken prisoner, and they didn’t take prisoners, either. There was no point in torturing them because they never betrayed their kin. They ended up being fed for free—an inconceivable generosity, considering the frugal resources of their frozen world…

	In a desperate effort, he tried to ignore the torture by calling the harmonics of the pathkeeper’s aromas in his olfactory memory. The process began slowly at first, but then it caught speed. He sensed his pulse accelerating like the cold tide of the morning while he mechanically repeated to himself: “Pain is a detail at the edge of my kyi… I’ll let it pass through me… It won’t taint my shadow…”

	As soon as he smelled the keeper’s path, he felt his ability to withstand pain growing like the billows on Gondarra’s shoreline during the worst rage of the vardannes. 

	Sandara was naturally curious about how he entered the city. Again, the same question he couldn’t answer. Yet, something was telling him he might have a better chance with her than with the jure. 

	He understood her caution that made her call him on his full name. However, he didn’t smell the kind of reaction that a tarji would have shown to a repulsive tainted by Arghail’s breath. She wasn’t affected by the tarjis’ fervor, he thought. After all, the grahs knew best what it meant to be repulsive.

	Gill had the feeling he could see the lights of her synapses blinking frantically, trying to understand the implications of his presence in the mining city. He didn’t believe she deceived him like Urdun, pretending to be surprised by his presence in the virtual world. Yet Ugo was the city’s jure, and the Ropolitans were supposed to obey his orders…

	He decided to tell her a brief version of the truth, hoping that the smell-kyi would guide his instinct to find out if Sandara would betray him to the icy shadow. It was a huge risk, but he had already started the avalanche. At this point, he could only hope that he had picked the right knot…

	“I ran out of Alixxor hidden on a troop transport and sneaked into Ropolis in the middle of the assault. I was captured by your soldiers and taken to the jure.”

	“Ugo!” her voice was undoubtedly loaded with the tonalities of an undisguised disgust.

	“Ugo locked me in a cave with an old Antyran called Urdun,” he continued, encouraged by her exclamation. “I connected and woke up on a glade… I managed to run away, and now I’m chased by the jure’s shadow trying to break into my head!”

	“The abomination betrays us in full view!” she exclaimed, surprised.

	After a few seconds of silence, she went on with the interrogation.

	“Did you see a sphere when you connected? Like the one behind me?” She pointed to the object.

	“There was nothing except Urdun in the meadow on Tormalin.”

	“Ahh! Tormalin, the prison island. All right… let him go,” she ordered the two brutes who held him, finally seeming to notice his grimaces. “Wait here,” she said, watching him indifferently as he rubbed his arms to restart the blood flow.

	“Wait, don’t go!” he begged her. “What about me?”

	“I can’t stop the game,” Sandara insisted. “Without a sphere, you can’t follow me to Rabinda, the portal island.”

	“Why can’t I exit the game?” Gill tried to learn more, afraid that he was going to lose his only friendly contact in the imaginary world without having the certainty that the female would return before Ugo’s next attack.

	“You can’t get out of a game unless you disconnect. But you’ll wake up in the real world,” she explained, exasperated. “I can’t find you there!”

	Gill started to understand why the grah females had never been renowned for their patience.

	“You don’t wake up in the real world?”

	“Never from the games, and always from the other islands. But some of us, the kaura, can’t return to the shells. They would die.”

	Kaura, where did he hear the word? In Urdun’s mouth, he remembered. Forbat “betrayed the kaura dead.” Again, he felt the deep waters hidden behind the words, waters he couldn’t fathom… Let’s see what Forbat has to say about this.

	“Kaura are the intubated shells,” he said, voicing his reasoning. “Urdun is one of them.”

	“The intubated, as you say. They can’t disconnect from the living realms, but they can do it from the games because they won’t be sent into consciousness. Even if a kaura ‘dies’ in a virtual battle, the sphere throws him back to Rabinda.”

	“And how can I get my portal?”

	“Not from a game or a prison island. If you set your foot on a normal island, it will appear by itself.”

	“But—”

	“Gillabrian, I have to go now!”

	“And leave me in this place?”

	“I have to warn the council, and I can’t help you from here. Why don’t you understand?”

	“Of all the islands, I had to land in a game,” he said with a sigh, disheartened. 

	“It’s hard not to land in one. We have more games than you could possibly imagine. Ancient legends, space fleets, and innumerable oddities float on Uralia’s skies. The games are everything for us!”

	“The games are everything for us!” The words so casually thrown by the grah female had the effect of increasing his revulsion toward the terrible metamorphosis he witnessed. Could it be that the Ropolitans didn’t see the hideousness into which they slowly turned with each feeding tube inserted into the “shell,” with every passing moment spent in the bixan’s grip, with the fake security given by the world of mirrors where they were masters? That, all while the real ships armed with real laser lenses and real fusion bombs gathered on their planet’s orbit, ready to launch another attack on Baila’s orders… “Smoke is smoke and stone is stone, and the first never defeated the second,” Gill thought, recalling the words of the aromary Laixan. The absurdity of the situation pained him, and he couldn’t understand what kind of insane transition could happen so insidiously to elude everyone’s nostrils.

	“How can the games be everything for you?” he exploded. “You’ve thrown your bodies in stinky cellars like useless trinkets! You barely escaped Baila’s attack and rushed to get stoned again. Oh, if I saw it clearly, even in the heat of the battle, some of you were in a trance!”

	“You have no right to judge us, Antyran, as long as you don’t understand our world,” she reproached him bitterly. “You’re so convinced that you can tell the real from the imaginary, that you can say which one is which? You say you saw the lower galleries, the filth and darkness in which we abandoned our shells? Then you should know we believe that Uralia is the real world, and Ropolis is the nightmare to which none of us wants to go back!”

	Her words didn’t surprise him; he already guessed that from the few hints at hand. Still, as far as he remembered, problems never solved themselves by just turning a tail at them, no matter how bad they smelled. Surely not a problem named ‘Baila’.

	“It was far from my intention to criticize you, and if I offended you with my foolish words, I apologize,” he said, curbing his fervor, remembering that he needed her help. “I only wonder what sense has the dream when your shells are lying in damp caverns? Why do you spend time on illusions instead of changing the real world?”

	“We change it, but from here.” The grah female let a trace of a smile curl her lips. “The real world, as you call it, is run from the islands. Most of us don’t have to go back in our shells. And the games… are not illusions. Each year, the city’s positions are played in the games. You want to become the jure, you have to win the battles. The architects compete to create the smartest AIs, and the winners become parhontes. Each struggles to win—that’s how we find the best of them.”

	He understood. For the first time, he understood. His kyi’s nostril suddenly propelled him to a new level of awareness; the implications of the competitions, the way the winners were selected, made him smell one of the best-kept secrets of the Ropolitans, undoubtedly their most formidable weapon…

	“That’s why you created this world? To sift kyis?”

	
“Not only that. To play is to learn, and we play the whole life. That’s why the games are so important for us. That’s why cheating is penalized with the most severe punishment. That’s why only the council has the codes to stop a game in progress.”

	Sandara’s words made him remember the remarkable way in which they defeated the prophet’s brutal hordes—the army of trance soldiers led by Ugo from one of Ropolis’s simulations… But a disturbing thought insinuated in his kyi: Did the rebels in the twisted crane who sacrificed themselves to shoot down the transporter know what they were doing? Or it was an order of the cruel jure, and they had no means of refusing it?

	Everything revolved around Ugo…

	“And Ugo…”

	“He’s the best strategist. He always won the jure competitions.”

	“And never lost a battle?” Gill exclaimed incredulously.

	“Very few. Forbat beat him several times, but not enough to—”

	Sandara stopped abruptly and looked at a tiny transparent screen woven into the sleeve of her tunic and exclaimed worriedly, gesturing with her hands, “Ohh, you keep talking, and someone… has joined the game.” She looked angry. “I’m going to the council.”

	“Sandara…”

	“Gillabrian! Shut up and wait for my return,” she said, frowning at him. 

	She disappeared in her sphere, followed by the four artificial intelligences. In a few moments, the glade reabsorbed her without a trace, as if she had never been there.

	Gill was still waiting in the glade—with no indication that the grah female would return anytime soon—when he saw a reflection of light on the hill in front of him. Then another one. He couldn’t be mistaken; someone was taking position atop the hill. The other player, without knowing that Gill’s presence happened due to an accident, was rallying his troops to launch an assault on his position…

	The female’s absence began to worry him. He couldn’t understand for the sake of his tail why it was taking her so long to reach the council. He sensed more and more acutely the foreboding that soon, he’d see a torrent of enemy soldiers raining down the hill. 

	How could he oppose them? He only had the pack of chameleons, which—he was pretty sure—wouldn’t be overly excited to fight a frontal assault, especially if they were fighting according to the legends… Seeing—or more correctly, guessing—the outline of the chameleons’ fragile bodies, he had no doubt that this was the case here; they used to surprise their enemies with an unexpected shower of sharp-edged stones, but once discovered, they had no chance of fighting the enemy blades. Indeed, the stories described them as the greatest tarcaneers, and only their speed when running away from the battlefield exceeded their skill in handling the tarcan.74 After all, he wasn’t certain they would even fight for him, judging by their lack of initiative when he was caught by Sandara.

	He bent down to take the Brocat of Loyalty, which he had dropped in the grass during his scuffle with the AIs. One of the dwarves—apparently, the same one who gave him the claws in the first place—approached him while the rest of them put their hands in the grass.

	“Why did you betray me?” he barked at the chameleon.

	Without saying anything, the dwarf bowed his head in the dirt.

	“Well? Your tongue dried out?”

	“No, Your Greatness!” he shouted in a strange accent that Gill had never heard before.

	“Then why did you abandon me?”

	Again, no answer. The dwarf avoided his eyes, guilt carved on his mug.

	“Will you follow me in battle?”

	“Order and we’ll obey, Your Greatness!”

	His only chance to find out if the chameleon was telling the truth would be in the heat of battle. Gill hoped he didn’t have the “opportunity” to learn the truth…

	“What’s on the hill over there?” 

	The dwarf turned to look at it, and then he smiled with another one of their idiotic grins, without saying anything. 

	“What island is this?”

	“Island, Your Greatness?”

	“Yes, island. What is the name of the game?”

	“Game, Your Greatness?”

	He started to get annoyed. Obviously, he wasn’t going to get on the same tail with the creature, so he decided to abandon the inquiry before he lost his rag. The chameleon had no clue where he was; he only had the purpose of serving in a game. As Gill could see, their interface was even more primitive than the one of the flour dealers. The creatures probably needed something like that; a consciousness, even limited like the one of the Alixxoran AIs, would have stopped them from dying that easily for dubious purposes, such as entertaining some bixan addicts…

	The enemy is approaching, he thought, agitated. I have to do something! He had the impression that the suspicious hustle moved in the bushes at the base of the opposite hill, close to the river. It didn’t look like a charging army, though—it was more likely a defensive formation using the camouflage of the abundant bushes growing near the water. 

	The view pleased him. The other Antyran seemed cautious and maybe was waiting for him to attack first. Let him wait, he thought. Each moment was flowing in his favor, giving Sandara the time to stop the fight before it began.

	As he was worriedly spying the thicket on the other hill, it suddenly crossed his kyi that he couldn’t have only chameleons. Nobody goes to war with only chameleons—what kind of game would that be?

	“Do I have other troops apart from you?” he asked the dwarf.

	“Yes, Your Greatness!”

	“Where are they?”

	The chameleon pointed his transparent hand toward the outskirts of the nearby tekal forest.

	“The grahs and the orzacs are awaiting your orders, Master!”

	The grahs and the orzacs! The greatest soldiers of antiquity! He gazed at the trees on the hilltop without seeing them, but if they were there, they probably hid from the enemy spies behind the thick bushes, waiting for a sign from him.

	With such soldiers at his disposal, he felt more relieved because he knew all too well how they fought, their weaknesses and strengths. If necessary, he could arrange them in a defensive formation to delay the unknown player until the arrival of help. His vast knowledge, his passion for ancient history could prove a priceless advantage if he had to lead an army, even in a dream island in the sky…

	The land was ideal for cavalry maneuvers and for all sorts of traps. Gill imagined the countless battles that took place on the island, staining the beauty of the meadows and tekal woods with sticky blood, the cries of anger and death rattles of those fallen in battle, the stench of the moulans launched in devastating charges, the deadly rain of trilates.75 

	“The smell of time never disappears. You sink it in the ocean of oblivion and believe it lost forever, only to find it sprouting on the reef of memories,” said the aromary Laixan. Gill’s box of childhood fantasies—the one he thought closed forever after the traumatic passage ritual—opened, and he became a child again…

	He felt the recessive memories coming like waves from another life, overwhelming him with their hallucinatory aromas, the game island becoming a bridge between his childhood inhibited by the sex-choosing drug and his current wriggling between the two worlds—without knowing where the border of dreams began.

	He didn’t have to be an aromary to find the water of the deep memories that lent him the strength to get there. After all, that’s why he walked through the gates of the Archivists Tower: he loved ancient history, he dreamed its legends countless of times in his childhood days. As an archivist, he would have given anything to play such a game, to live on his tail the stories he imagined so many times…

	Unfortunately, he hadn’t found the best time to play. Maybe when the madness ended—assuming the absurd hypothesis that he would be alive that day—he would explore the cloud islands. But then he remembered the ‘kaura’. The vision of his prematurely aged body, emaciated and pierced by feeding tubes, made him feel revulsion against the perverted world of mirages, revulsion for the lure of its fake beauty. He had no need to know it better. He had already seen too much of it!

	It seemed that this would be his only game, his last game in the virtual world. He had to play it well, despite that he didn’t know its rules. It would have been useful to inspect his troops to see what forces he had and order them to fortify their positions, but Sandara had asked him to stand still. He regretfully decided to obey her order and stay with the chameleons.

	The breeze of the vortex whirled again in the meadow. Soon, a sphere popped out of the hole, and the grah female jumped out of it—this time alone, but much more worried.

	“You came back!” he exclaimed, relieved. Then he pointed at the opposite hill. “I saw—”

	“They didn’t let me in. Bad tidings are happening,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “I left Forbat a message; I hope he gets it quickly.”

	His mood instantly sank. He was stuck in Ugo’s trap… Should he tell her he had a way to escape from the jure’s physical prison? The female would become curious as to how he was going to do that… a most dangerous path…

	“Can you talk to the other player and explain the accident that got me here?” he insisted. 

	“No.”

	“We have to fight, then! If I disconnect him, I go to Rabinda, right? And I get my portal.”

	Sandara didn’t reply to his idea, yet her desperate look seemed to suggest a slight doubt in his plan.

	“I thought the grahs aren’t scared that easily.” He couldn’t miss the opportunity to taunt her, but he still didn’t get anything from her, save for a few tears on her temples. A grah female losing moisture—that couldn’t be true! So many years lived among Antyrans weakened their seed, he concluded, intrigued. But then, he understood the reason. 

	“Sandara, who’s the other player? Ugo, maybe?”

	“Yes.”

	“Ugo is here! I have to disconnect right now!”

	“Don’t do that, Gillabrian. If Forbat—”

	“What could prevent him from entering my spikes right now?”

	“He can’t. The jure has the keys of the algorithms only for Firalia 9. And some for Tormalin, where we interrogate the prisoners. The genetic functions are locked up in the games—otherwise, he could cheat the championships.”

	“If Ugo can’t jump in my head, what does he want from me?”

	“To disconnect you, what else?”

	“Disconnect me! Well, what prevents him from pulling off my interface in Ropolis? Or sending a soldier to do it?” he exclaimed, afraid that the bracelet was in danger. 

	“You don’t know Ugo,” she said, smiling briefly. “He’s very… limited in the real world. There’s no soldier left in Firalia 9, and until tomorrow’s mobilization, he can’t possess them. He wants you in Uralia, but on an island under his control. Here, he risks that you reach the council.”

	“Ha! He has no one to order? Somehow I find that hard to believe!”

	“Some kaura openly help him, but as you might imagine, they can’t disconnect you. As for the others… I doubt he’ll reveal them your presence here.”

	Gill never felt more exposed than now. He would have loved to believe Sandara, but how could he hope that her logic was better than Ugo’s?

	“Sandara, I can’t explain the reason, but Ugo shouldn’t touch my body. I don’t want him to find me in a trance. Do you understand? I’d rather disconnect now than—”

	“If you pull off your cups, he wins.” Smelling the distrust on his face, she continued, “Ugo is the city’s hero. Without him, Baila would have sacked Ropolis.”

	“See?”

	“But many fear his strangeness. As long as he doesn’t have a majority in the council, he’ll be cautious, very cautious. If they learn that he hid you from parhontes, all his plans crumble…”

	“I’d like to believe you. However, he told Urdun about me, so why wouldn’t he do it with others?”

	“I’ve no idea who this Urdun is, if the name is real. I suppose he might be a kaura about to expire. He can trust only them.”

	“True! I heard him say he has only a few days to live.”

	“Believe me, without the trance soldiers, he won’t try anything with your body. His plan is simple: he will disconnect you from here so that you can’t meet the council, and tomorrow, he’ll drag you to Tormalin—by force if necessary.”

	And if you’re mistaken, the bracelet falls in Ugo’s hands, he thought. Still, what alternative did he have? The escape through the skyline would betray his secret anyway…

	“I count on you, then,” he said, deciding to follow his smell. 

	“It’s about time! I’ve seldom met Antyrans more stubborn than you,” she chided him. 

	“Ugo has lost anyway, right? I mean, since you already know I’m here, you can tell Forbat about Ugo’s betrayal…”

	“It’s not that simple. See, Gillabrian, Forbat is my father. He and many more oppose… Ugo’s nature. Before the Shindam’s fall, Ugo was an insignificant voice. But Baila’s attack changed everything. We allied with Arghail to live another day.”

	“Ugo is Arghail?” he asked incredulously.

	“Not yet… But I’m afraid that many will not believe me. It will be my word against his, and since everyone knows my opinion, they’ll—”

	“I got it. You want me to go in spikes and tail in front of the council.”

	“Exactly!”

	“Then tell me your plan.”

	“Everything depends on Forbat now. This year’s championships are over, so the games can be played by more than one player. In order to participate, I have to officially join the game from Rabinda, the island of the game caves. I will lead your battle while you hide in the forest and wait for Forbat to stop the game. Simple, no?”

	“That means… I’m not going to fight?” he exclaimed with a hint of regret in his voice.

	“No, licant-head! I thought that even an Antyran male could understand that!” she barked angrily at him.

	He had no confidence that the female could fend off Ugo alone. If he could fight alongside, he could help her much better than if hiding like a coward.

	“Have you ever played against Ugo?” he questioned her. 

	“A long time ago, but I don’t see—”

	“How many times have you won?”

	“Never, but it doesn’t matter,” she blurted, annoyed by his question. “I don’t play to win but to keep him from disconnecting you. Now stop fooling around, Gillabrian, and go take the Brocat of the orzacs.”

	Not friendly at all, the little grah. She still calls me by my whole name, he thought. Of course, the semantics gave him an understanding of the wall between them. For the time being, she was his ally, but at some point in the future, he would have the “pleasure” of discovering her own goals regarding his tail. His only value came from Baila’s enormous interest in his spikes. Surely this little detail didn’t elude her, just as it wasn’t lost on any Antyran of the three inhabited worlds. Sooner or later, she’d have to betray him… and the wall would make it simple.

	“Where are the orzacs? At the forest’s edge?”

	“Yes. I’ll be the baitar of the grahs, on the left wing. We will meet in the meadow,” she said, pointing at the place. “You’ll bring the Brocats and hide in the forest.” Seeing him hesitate, she said, “Move on, we don’t have much time!”

	She turned to enter the sphere. 

	“What’s the name?” he shouted after her.

	“What name?” she asked, puzzled by his question.

	“The name of the game.” 

	“Acanthia.” She then hurried to her portal.

	Acanthia, one of the classic legends of antiquity! Right away, the countless versions of the twisted story whirled in his memory. It was said that at the beginning of the old world, before Zhan’s coming, Colhan proceeded to expand his opulent sky-palace to host all the gods and monsters conceived by Antyra’s fertile womb. Unwilling to mingle with the mortals until the building was ready, the gods took shelter in the inaccessible caves of the glaciers stretched on the Roch-Alixxors’ first plateau, which were extended for this occasion by the claws and fangs of Pixihe’s monsters. Even though they were transformed into underground cities worthy to be the abode of the gods, no one liked to live in caverns, hidden from starlight—except Pixihe. That’s why the others avoided her, and she often felt alone. And when she felt alone, everyone suffered—gods and Antyrans. Her glaciers slowly suffocated the world in their cruel grip. With every passing year, they took more and more until the goddess released Antyra from the frost cage.

	Her only consolation, if one could call it that, was to gaze at the ice statue of the most beautiful female dreams could ever conceive, known by her short name as Dedris. It was uncertain who made the statue. Some versions of the legend suggested that it wasn’t a statue at all—it was the body of poor Oleia, the lover of the god Alixxor turned into ice by Colhan’s anger. Other legends alleged that she was carved by Pixihe, Antyra, or even by a mortal—the mythical aromary Azaric, from whose bloodline hailed the famous Laixan. The fact was that, fed up with the cold and darkness, the great Colhan himself ordered the vardannes to impregnate the head spikes of the statue with the scent of life. From Colhan, the new goddess received the gift of hidden aromas. From Pixihe, not surprisingly, she received her hearts of ice.

	It was a happy time for Pixihe. Dedris overdelighted the goddess with her skillfully combined aromas, used to play all sorts of cruel jokes on the mortals or on the other gods. 

	Terrible wars raged in Gondarra’s swamps, the poor baitars being deceived by the hidden scents that clouded their kyis, and the goddesses laughed. Truly, Dedris’s cruelty couldn’t be matched by anyone, except perhaps by her mother, Pixihe.

	Once, only once, Dedris allowed herself to be seduced—and by a mere mortal. Voran the Reckless, son of Mogran, had ignored the counsel of the wise and took off on the wings of Nilanog (his father’s legendary utril) to the plateau of the gods. He intended to collect the moisture of resurrection from Antyra’s temple and awaken his father to another life—because Mogran the baitar had fallen in battle. For that, he was ready to confront the wrath of the gods for defiling their nest.

	On the shoreline of a glacial lake, Voran saw Dedris resting on a slab of stone, thinking of new pranks to play on the mortals. He approached slowly, without a word, enthralled by her beauty and the hidden aromas released by her head spikes. In a blink of an eye, he forgot why he had gone all the way up there—he even forgot his father’s death, so great was the female’s charm! He fearlessly caught her in his strong arms and, against tradition, he tilted her head and awoke her frozen spikes to life with his burning breath. Surprised by his boldness, the goddess didn’t fight but abandoned herself altogether to the handsome adventurer. The two coiled their tails, and Dedris didn’t return to Pixihe. To hide their tracks, the two ran to a secret continent named Acanthia-under-Star, camouflaged in a cloud, created by Dedris just for the two of them.

	The cruel winter that suddenly fell in the middle of the summer left no doubts about Pixihe’s fury. She threatened to wipe out the seed of mortals if her child didn’t come back.

	The last hope of the world remained Huxile—Voran’s brother—who became the new baitar after Mogran’s death. Gondarra’s heroes gathered under his sarpan and traveled to the realm of the gods, to find salvation or death. 

	Legend has it that Antyra made the licants and ordered them to fly to the four corners and find Dedris. Since the licants had no idea what she looked like, they were told to search for the most beautiful female. When they saw her, they were to rub their legs on her gills or spikes and bring back the scent so that the gods could be sure they had tracked the traitor. For eight months the desperate search continued, with the licants bringing the wrong flavors every time. They were about to give up the quest when a frozen licant found its way back from the camouflage cloud with the right scent. It had discovered the fugitives! Helped by Pixihe, Huxile’s soldiers built ice stairs to Acanthia’s cloud continent to bring back her wandering daughter.

	Using her hidden aromas, Dedris lured countless monsters to defend their profane love. The fight for Acanthia-under-Star and Antyra-under-Ice was about to begin!

	Gill realized that the glacier between the mountains, whose greatness he admired, was Ricopa, Dedris’s castle! It seemed, though, that the battle wasn’t supposed to happen on ice but here in the narrow valley between the hills. According to the legend, Voran had on his side nightmarish creatures whose name was enough to instill terror in any Antyran’s kyi. But the grahs and orzacs under Huxile’s brocat knew very well what they were fighting for: the return of the summer…

	If Gill had entered under Huxile’s spikes, it meant that Sandara would join the game as his ally Nibala, the baitar of the grahs. The legends told that although they were of different species, the two became lovers, like Dedris and Voran. Acanthia-under-Star was in fact the destiny of two pairs, one fighting for the lives of the Antyrans, and the other fighting for theirs… However, Gill was pretty convinced that the “pair” thing would remain a legend. Although on a normal day he wouldn’t be indifferent to Sandara’s charm, in his current situation, the only thing he could expect of her would be to use him against the jure and then betray him… And he hadn’t forgotten that she was a grah—namely, the kind of female you couldn’t really be sure wasn’t dreaming to cut your throat while you slept, in Zagrada’s memory…

	He walked hurriedly toward the place Sandara showed him, and indeed it wasn’t hard to find the soldiers. As soon as he passed a large clump of tekals, he found the army tents scattered along the outskirts of the forest, in the shadow of the majestic trees. 

	Near the hilltop, he saw several pairs of huge skin wings whipping the air, above the bushes. His hearts beating madly, he realized he was about to see utrils for the first time in his life—the very creatures incised by the grahs in the flesh of their shoulders! The fliers were just tying the hakles,76 under the general protest of the beasts, which were annoyed by the straps.

	As soon as he was noticed, the camp woke to life. A swarm of orzacs—some fitted in silvery armor, others still in their everyday clothes—rushed toward him. They all looked tall and supple, just as they were described in the legends.

	Most of the riders had already screwed the metal sheaths on the tail spikes of their moulans, but a few hapless orzacs were trying in vain to do so, amid the merry laughter of their companions.77 The moulan’s tail was controlled by the attack rein—a leash of metal balls tightened between the sixth and seventh vertebra, used to press a nerve and trigger the hitting reflex in the desired direction. The skillfully targeted hit could transform the placid animal into a terrible weapon, capable of knocking out even the most formidable enemy in a single blow.

	In front of the army stood a tall orzac, his crest wrinkled by the merciless passage of the years, dressed in shining platinum armor and holding a richly decorated helmet under his right arm. With ritual gestures, he presented the orzacs’ Brocat of Loyalty.

	“Great Huxile! My name is Kizac, the ratrap of the orzacs,” he shouted as soon as Gill accepted the claws. Gill noticed the spark in his eyes. Finally, a smarter AI than the rest of his troops…

	“Your sarpan and armor, master,” said Kizac and pointed at two Antyrans carrying them with reverence while the third was bringing forth a moulan.

	Hmm, riding the moulan—he had totally forgotten about that… He knew all too well that a baitar was often judged by his ability to ride, and he had never straddled a moulan before. Due to a silly superstition, the Antyrans had the tendency to demoralize if the baitar tripped or moved clumsily in the saddle. Gill knew of at least four armies running from the battlefield at the fall of their baitar, even when the battle was almost won.

	He tried to remember everything he once knew about the moulans, which wasn’t really much to begin with… They were lazy, fussy animals; they wouldn’t let him ride if they sensed him to be weak or hesitant or if they didn’t like his smell at the first encounter.

	Of course, the tarjis didn’t have this problem because they raised their moulans from hatchlings.

	In his situation, he expected a dangerous game of will, where he had to show the beast who the master was if he ever dreamed of riding it.

	“The spies tell that the enemy is ready to fight,” Kizac said, pressing him to hurry.

	“Dress me!” he ordered his troops.

	Immediately, the Antyrans jumped to dress him in his silvery breastplate encrusted with iridium and gold, worthy of a baitar. The model on the chest represented Akhron, the monster with six arms and platinum claws. The other pieces of equipment included a skillfully crafted golden helmet and a superb purple sarpan. The game didn’t seem quite realistic in this regard because the sarpan and armor felt lighter than they would in reality. Only mine or the others too? A just question, as the answer would determine if he had any advantage in fighting the AIs…

	Then came, of course, the moment he was so afraid of: mounting the moulan. Trying to look confident, he pulled himself onto its back while two orzacs rushed to lift his soles. The moulan’s flesh shivered under his palms, and the beast perked up its ears, which couldn’t be a good sign. 

	Anyway, it makes no sense to pull back now, he thought, dragging his left foot across the rump. For a brief moment, he hoped that everything was going to be all right, but the nasty beast, feeling his fear and hesitating moves, had a different opinion: it started to gallop insanely fast. 

	Somehow, he was expecting that, but what he didn’t expect was the animal’s speed of reaction. He hadn’t even managed to catch the ear chain, and now he had no chance of doing so because the violent shaking was forcing him to hold on to the net for dear life. It was rightly said there’s nothing more dangerous than an out-of-control moulan…

	In a desperate attempt to stop it, he frantically grabbed the closest rein, which was the attack one. An obvious beginner’s mistake—the attack rein had no use in steering the beast. The maneuver proved fateful; in the next second, he flew from the animal’s rump, pulling the rein after him. 

	With one movement he managed not only to fall under the eyes of the orzacs but to trigger the tail reflex right in the direction of his tumbling. The collective sigh of the army accompanied his contact with the discoidal grass and the tangential blow of the lethal spikes, which knocked off his helmet, fortunately without flinging his head off his neck in the process. 

	Boiling with rage, Gill leaped to his feet and ran back at the beast, which was staring at him indolently while chewing a mouthful of juicy grass. He put on the helmet and jumped on the moulan’s net.

	He had learned his lesson, so he grabbed the ear chain first. The moment the moulan broke loose, he was well lodged on its rump, his back straight and his eyes on the bumps ahead—hoping to clean some of the earlier dishonor. The damage was done, and the morale of his troops would surely suffer after this demonstration of clumsiness—but knowing the stakes, he wasn’t expecting anyone to run from the battlefield. Yet.

	He let the moulan run without steering it in any way, but then he jerked the ear chain hard to show the beast who was in charge. It was essential to remain astride during the next several minutes until the beast’s anger subsided. It seemed, however, that he pulled too hard—the surprised moulan roared in pain and rose on its hind legs, promptly collapsing on its left side. He was back in the grass!

	Kizac galloped past him to catch the moulan before it vanished into the forest.

	Calm down, the voice of reason screamed in his kyi. You lost your smell? You didn’t even breathe Acanthia’s scents three times and already think you’re Huxile? Remember your task to hand over the brocat? You don’t need to ride for that! He immediately relaxed, realizing the folly of letting himself be lured by the game’s realism. The moulan could have killed him easily. The female was right—there was no way of helping her but to stay hidden.

	He glimpsed her in the distance riding a moulan toward him—and she was riding flawlessly—followed by a bunch of creatures. Obviously, she had seen his pathetic attempts to straddle the moulan… Enough is enough! His pride deeply wounded, he turned to Kizac.

	“Bring me my moulan!” Gill ordered.

	He grabbed the net, refusing any assistance, and rolled onto the rump. As expected, the moulan went berserk, but this time, he didn’t let it speed away.

	“Stop!” he ordered the beast, pulling gradually stronger on the ear chain until the animal stopped, trembling in rage, but no longer trying to overthrow him.

	Gill had no time to savor his small victory. He turned and searched for his ratrap.

	“Kizac?” he shouted.

	“Yes, Your Greatness!”

	“Take a few orzacs and follow me.”

	About ten soldiers joined him. Ignoring the mad roaring of his moulan, he gently released the rein, steering it toward Sandara. As he approached her, he realized she had dressed in the light blue armor of the grahs, one of the marvels of their blacksmiths. The armor had beautifully rounded shapes to deflect the sarpan blows or projectiles as well as long, sharp spikes along the forearms and elbows to provide the wearer an advantage in close combat. 

	Sandara was accompanied by fifteen grah footmen, dressed just like her. The grah soldiers always fought in groups of three—two of them holding the enemies at bay with their falchies78 while the third slammed his gorg between them. He also threw the trilates, the throwing axes, of which the group always carried twelve.

	Although his main concern was to remain saddled and avoid further dishonor, he couldn’t ignore the strangeness of the meadow where he was supposed to meet her. He was trying in vain to understand the geological forces that carved the hillside like that, his archivist knowledge unable to provide a plausible explanation. The discoidal grass was pierced by massive marblelike blocks resembling the ones in the tekal forest. However, they didn’t appear milky and were covered in a muddy crust. The water puddled around them, flowing from hundreds of tiny springs that seemingly emerged from the very heart of the stones…

	“Is it marble?” he asked Kizac, pointing to the rock formation.

	“I don’t know, Your Greatness; I’ve never seen something like that before.”

	“What do you mean you’ve never seen—” He stopped the acid remark on his lips, realizing that the AIs had no way of remembering the details from one game to another—otherwise, they would influence the results of future battles. “Could it be ice?”

	“You finally got your tail in the saddle?” Sandara shouted, but the inflections of her voice didn’t smell of chaffing. On the contrary, the female seemed to appreciate his clumsy efforts to show himself with all the dignity of a baitar.

	“Sandara,” he yelled back, pointing at the muddy fangs, “what’s with the—”

	He didn’t get to finish the question because the “stone” blocks started to tremble in their mud shells, waking to life. It took him only a fraction of a second to realize that the things dug in the hillside were dogans—Dedris’s ice monsters, melting under the unforgiving starlight. 

	They had fallen into a trap!

	“Watch out!” he shouted, grasping both reins in the left hand—the tail attack coiled around the first two fingers and the ear ring around the other two—while he drew the sarpan from the armor’s tube.

	His companions saw the danger and jumped to his defense. An ice brute reached him first, though, stretching its long paws ending in daggerlike ice claws to drag him down from the moulan. With great impetuosity, Gill managed to cut both its arms in one blow, and then, in an elegant wrist move, he chopped its head off.

	The speedy maneuver confused the monster. It fell on its back, shaking its trimmed stubs and abundantly bleeding clear water. He wasn’t so lucky with another dogan that rose in front of his moulan. While Gill was busy getting rid of the first one without losing his balance, the huge fists of the second one savagely hit the moulan’s snout. The blow took him by surprise, throwing him off the net. It’s over, he thought, his kyi drained of hope like a hollow seed gnawed from inside by the hunger of an unforgiving disease…

	He waited for the finishing blow… but it didn’t come. Instead, another moulan appeared nearby. Looking up, he saw Kizac riding it. Gill quickly climbed onto the net, squeezing his sarpan handle to make sure he wouldn’t lose it. Holding the net with his left hand, Gill turned just in time to slice another monster that jumped on them while Kizac carved the head of another one.

	It appeared that the high temperatures had softened the ice “muscles” of the dogans. The small band was doing well, raising a metal wall between him and the enemies. He started to hope he could reach Sandara to give her the Brocats, but then he heard an intense rustle—something heavy rubbing against the grass… 

	In a loud creaking of ice joints came the horror of the monsters’ attack. Some dogans behind the front line sprang forward, and using the shoulders of the first row like trampolines, they jumped into the air, landing on the orzacs in the ravine. Gill found himself next to a white colossus that had fallen right beside him. At the last moment, he managed to avoid a disaster by cutting it open before the acrobat had time to pull itself together. Others were not that fortunate. He could hear the groans of the soldiers hit by the mountains of ice, which buried them alive.

	“Fall back! Retreat to the camp!” he screamed to Kizac.

	In great haste, Kizac turned his moulan and broke into a desperate run up the hill toward the orzacs’ camp. Looking back, Gill saw only three of his ten companions following them. And his moulan. The bastard wasn’t hurt.

	From up high, he realized that Ugo-Voran’s plan had still worked: Sandara had fallen into the trap! They overwhelmed her easily because she had rushed toward him with the recklessness specific to the grahs, far from her escort. 

	Ugo’s perfidy didn’t escape his nostrils: he made sure she wasn’t disconnected from the game. Dedris’s monsters absorbed her arms in their bodies to block her from doing it herself, while the female screamed, “Run! Wait for—”

	An ice claw strangled the rest of her words.

	The ice creatures fused their melting feet in a compact block to slide quickly, leaving behind a trail of dirty water. Hundreds of dogans followed the group that held Sandara. On the left wing, Nibala’s grahs appeared in the meadow, in a futile attempt to stop their retreat. Unfortunately, they had no way of reaching them. All they could do was crush a few monsters that had strayed too far behind.

	The dogans had almost reached the valley, but Gill knew that the speed of his moulans was greater. Most likely, he couldn’t stop the small vanguard that held Sandara before it reached Ugo’s position. One thing was sure, though: if he led a charge against the monsters’ rear guard, he would shatter them like a swarm of helpless licants. 

	He overcame the inhibition of straddling the moulan; each of his cells was consumed by the pure essence of revolt boiling in his veins, burning him from the inside like acid. It wasn’t a simple impulse to fight, to punish Ugo for his infamy: he felt the burning desire to rebel against the madness of the last days, against the miasma that drew the whole Antyran population on his tail. 

	Therefore, he decided to ignore Sandara’s order to run like a coward and hope that Forbat would read her message. To wait to be rescued by the parhonte would mean relying on a stranger, on a situation beyond his control, to move the weight of Ugo’s defeat to someone else’s tail. That would be stupid beyond words. Gill knew all too well that the only Antyran he could trust was himself. He was a soldier and had to fight. He had to reach the jure to make him pay for his rudeness, to make him a brand-new hole with his sarpan, to disconnect him with his own hands. Once, not long ago, he regretted that he had answered Tadeo’s call and ended up wearing the bracelet on his arm. Now, he regretted nothing.

	His right hand was burning with eagerness, squeezing the sarpan’s handle. The weapon was singing into his ears to get it out and use it. “Have a little patience, my beauty, just a little bit,” he whispered to the gorgeous purple blade.

	“Kizac, gather the troops,” he ordered, jumping on his own moulan, which didn’t dare to show any sign of disobedience this time. “I want to save Sandara.” 

	“Sandara, Your Greatness?”

	“Nibala. If you’re ready, follow me!” he yelled, raising the sarpan to the sky.

	A loud shout came from the soldiers, its echoes resounding through the hills. About two hundred orzacs in shiny armor jumped on their moulans; the others hurried frantically to dress in their battle gear and join them.

	At once, the cavalry trudged downhill, leaving behind a trail of moist earth plowed by the thick claws of the moulans.

	He descended the ravine that bordered the gravel road through a less steep area on the right. Only the river now lay between him and the ice creatures. With little concern for how closely he was followed by the escort, in a superb gesture of recklessness typical for the mentality of the cavalry in those times, he charged his moulan toward the enemies. He knew, however, that his soldiers were riding hastily in his wake, ready to cover him with their chests, to die if necessary, to save his life.

	Once he crossed the river, he saw the problem. The slaughter was going to take place, all right, but Gill wasn’t sure anymore who the victims would be. The ice monsters had taken shelter behind the thorny bushes at the base of the hill, and the bushes were studded with sharp stakes hardened by fire, all pointed at the valley. A grotesque pack of soldiers swarmed behind them.

	It wasn’t hard to recognize the slobberings: horribly deformed, fat creatures, flaunting their azziles.79 Each had an enormous head that wiggled over three stained goiters, and the large mouth was packed full of conical, brown teeth; in addition, the toxic slobber gave it a poisonous bite. Each wore a tiny, useless steel helmet that had four black horns. The helmet seemed so ridiculous, so without any trace of utility, that it became obvious that the architects didn’t lack a sense of humor—although Gill felt no urge to be amused at this point. The bloodthirsty monsters were waiting for the orzacs like an immovable wall of metal. Needless to say, the slobberings never existed in reality, being conceived by the fecund imagination of the ancient aromaries.

	The situation had changed radically. He bridled the moulan, deciding to cancel the hopeless assault. Unfortunately, it was too late for that. In a few moments, a loose line of about a hundred riders charged past him, the earth trembling under the weight of their moulans. Another line closely followed. He had nothing to do but to join them. After all, he was the fool to order the assault…

	Less than fifty yards from the stockades, he saw a bunch of silvery flashes climbing up in the sky. It took him little time to realize that a rain of rikanes80—the sinister spears of the kerats81—were coming after them.

	Cruel and inexorable, the metal rain fell with deadly precision over the lines in full charge. The armor of the orzacs, despite its formidable strength, had no chance of resisting. Immediately, a group of soldiers made a wall around him. The noise of their canter was covered by the sound of the rikanes ripping through armor and sinking in flesh, followed by the wails and roars of the orzacs and moulans falling in front of the palisades at grotesque angles. 

	The first salvo cleared the space around Gill, who escaped unharmed thanks to the sacrifice of his soldiers. The second wave coming from behind had no better fate. Few escaped the rain of rikanes to reach the scraps of the first line who had engaged the palisades. The orzacs jumped on the slobberings, but their ranks were compact, and the skillfully handled azziles thundered over their helmets, thwarting any attempt to breach through. He heard the sinister rustle once again. Already aware of what was about to happen, he looked upward, ready to greet them. The ice creatures on the hillside started to jump over the stockades and wreaked havoc among the soldiers. Another pack of orzacs caught up with him. At least, what was left of them…

	No more than a hundred riders gathered around him, and their ranks were shrinking fast. The soldiers had already been fighting for several minutes, their attack turning into a desperate fight for survival. Seeing that the assault had all but wound down, the slobberings jumped over the stakes, blaring and twirling the azziles over the heads like deadly pinwheels. The sarpans of the orzacs were shorter and couldn’t stop the monsters from knocking them off and crushing them to death.

	Gill had trouble steering his moulan away from the heavy fighting. Suddenly, a crazy slobbering managed to break a path through the wall of orzacs, jumping in front of him with an azzile raised overhead. Deciding not to allow him the pleasure, Gill jerked the attack reins. There was a loud whiplike snap: the four metal-covered spikes hit the slobbering in the chest, knocking him down. Despite the devastating blow, the monster didn’t die—he scrambled on his shaking legs, growling angrily. Not for long, though, because Gill thrust his thirsty sarpan into the monster’s huge goiters, stopping his stinky breathing.

	The surviving soldiers used the same desperate method to keep the slobberings at bay. The ranks of the enemies became thicker—if they couldn’t disengage quickly, they wouldn’t be able to do it at all. The stupid, senseless attack risked sealing the fate of the battle, as more and more orzacs finished dressing and joined the slaughter in small, ineffective clumps.

	It was said that even the best strategies break at the first contact with the enemy, and Gill didn’t have the slightest plan against the greatest strategist of Ropolis. Moreover, Ugo wasn’t fighting fair; the ice monsters hidden in the hillside were surely placed for a nasty backstab in the middle of the fight, and only the unexpected appearance of the grah female forced Ugo to use them before the intended time. That incident showed Gill what kind of surprises he could expect from the jure…

	I’ve done enough stupid things for today, he reproached himself. He breathed deeply, feeling the knot of time expanding like a tekal seed thrown in a hot oven. The scent of the pathkeeper was still his kyi; he decided to abandon himself to it, to find again the un-Antyran force that gave him the strength to fight on the streets of Alixxor, to face a million tarjis when he had no hope of survival. This time he couldn’t use the bracelet to help him, but he had something much more valuable: his knowledge of ancient history that Ugo was not aware of.

	Above their heads, other shiny volleys crossed the sky, hunting those who tried to come to their rescue. 

	“Fall back!” he thundered to his soldiers.

	“Your Greatness, look!” exclaimed Kizac, pointing at the gravel road in the valley.

	A cloud of white dust was rising in the distance, pierced by countless rows of shiny poles. He wasn’t mistaken: llandro.82 A huge army of snaky beasts was marching quickly toward them! 

	Despite their natural armor, they came equipped with short tunics and silly little helmets—no more useful than the ones worn by the slobberings.

	“Llandro!” the terrified soldiers shouted and broke their ranks in disorder.

	The slobberings didn’t chase them; they raised the azziles over the heads, howling in victory. 

	Another large army appeared from the edge of the forest on Gill’s right, searching for a fjord to cross the meandering river, whose water was deeper in that area. He didn’t recognize them at all. There were hundreds of gray-white spots—most likely some large animals running on four legs—followed by thousands of tall, green silhouettes.

	The catapults stopped firing, and he reached the orzacs’ camp without further mishap. He had only minutes to spare before the real battle would commence. A massive grah approached and handed him the Brocat of Loyalty. He took it and hung it on his belt, next to the other two.

	“Stop the llandro,” he ordered, pointing at the steep ravine that bordered the road below the grahs’ position. “Your armor resists their thorns. By all means, don’t let them reach the valley!”

	“It will be done, Your Greatness,” he shouted. The grah turned around and ran to his troops to deliver Gill’s order.

	He realized that his army’s morale was already shaken, for he saw their eyes gazing at the bodies strewn in the valley, no doubt expecting to join them soon. However, he had made the decision to fight to the bitter end, and he wouldn’t change his mind. The fate of the battle wasn’t sealed yet!

	“Kizac, are the orzacs ready to fight?”

	“Yes, Your Greatness! They’re waiting for your speech.”

	“My speech?”

	Of course! Any baitar was supposed to rally his troops before the battle. Often, a good speech could win the war… Since he knew all too well the legend of the Acanthia-under-Star, he had no problem addressing them just the way Huxile might have done it.

	He bridled the moulan to bring him in front of his orzacs, slowly, ritually, prancing with all the pride of a baitar prepared to lead them on the path of eternal glory destined for the legendary heroes. Gill turned to face them, searching for their eyes, trying to instill the power of the Sigians in the depths of their kyis, to heal their fears like he healed himself in the fight with the prophet’s tarjis.

	“Soldiers of Gondarra!” he thundered over their heads. “The fangs of coldness strangle our world!”

	He started to gallop faster and faster in front of them, rising up in the moulan’s net.

	“You want to live the day when our bloodline wastes away?”

	Their stern looks told him that they knew all too well the stakes of the battle, that no matter how afraid they felt, nobody was going to back away, that they understood they had nowhere to back away. If they lost the battle, their world’s current cycle would come to an end…

	“You want to see Voran winning?”

	Shouts of anger exploded from their chests.

	“Only we stand against the night! Only we still fight to the death! We live, we die—it doesn’t matter. Our feats will live forever in legends!”

	 He stretched his fist toward the hill that teemed with enemies.

	“Let’s show Voran that this day doesn’t belong to him, that in our veins still flows the blood of the Gondarran assassins, that our sarpans can’t be broken! For Antyra!” he roared, jerking his sarpan overhead. 

	“Antyra!” thundered the answer of the excited orzacs.

	Gill galloped fast in front of the troops, encouraging them, while they kept shouting “Antyra.” He felt determined to the tip of his tail to bring them to victory, to stomp Ugo under his moulan’s feet. He was about to give the battle orders when the cheers abruptly ended.

	“Your Greatness!” Kizac shouted, pointing at the opposite hill.

	He turned in time to see hundreds of rikanes climbing up in the sky—and the target was… his tail! A split second before impact, he jumped off the moulan, putting its massive body between him and the silver spears. Then came a terrible hit, and he lost consciousness.

	Dozens of hands rushed to open a path through the forest of rikanes stuck in the ground, to undress his armor and help him pull the crushed helmet off his head. Still dazzled by the smell of death, he looked around and realized that he wasn’t disconnected. He had a gash on his head and another one on the left arm from a rikane passing right under his armpit, but other than that, he was unharmed. The same wasn’t true of the poor moulan, speared by at least a dozen rikanes, living its last breath.

	He would have never imagined that the rikanes could reach such a distance. It was true that they had little accuracy when fired at great distances, but in this case, they fully compensated by sheer number. He was immensely lucky to have survived.

	Yet another one of the jure’s traps… but this time Ugo had passed all the limits of decency. No one, not even the greatest enemies, would conceive such cowardice. The jure’s attempt on his life did more to mobilize the orzacs than any of his words; they were now boiling with anger to revenge him. Seeing him on his feet, unharmed, they started to howl until their shouts merged in a common battle cry, carried by the wind along the valley.

	“Death to Voran! Death to Voran! Death to Voran!”

	He promptly received another set of armor and a large moulan. To his surprise, his new ride didn’t try to smack him to the ground. The beast shivered in anger, snuffling its disapproval, and then it followed his orders quietly, as if nothing had happened. Gill steered it toward the orzacs’ ratrap.

	“Kizac, send two utrils to follow Nibala.” 

	“Your Greatness, the utrils can’t fly over the rikanes,” he said, looking at the hill across the valley. “We send them to their death!”

	“Tell them to go behind our hill, one to the left and one to the right. Fly around Voran’s army, far from their lines. Make sure they’re not spotted!”

	Kizac turned around to carry his orders. 

	“Wait a moment,” Gill ordered.

	It was about time to surprise the enemy, to cast the stench of uncertainty into Ugo’s nostrils. He had already made some stupid mistakes, and it might be a good idea to keep making them—or, at least, to give the impression that he had no idea how to run an army. That’d make Ugo underestimate him… Of course, another suicide attack was out of the question, but he could surprise the jure with an asymmetrical disposition.83 The only problem was the damned catapults…

	“Kizac, send the utrils to fly behind our hill. I want them to go far to the right to avoid detection. If needed, cross the river on foot, reach behind the position of the kerats, and attack them in three flying columns, to break the catapults. None shall escape—do you hear me?”

	With a bit of luck, the kerats will be absorbed with butchering my riders, he thought, They will be too hypnotized by the river of blood to smell their own death.

	“Your Greatness, they can’t fly so long with boulders!”

	“Then fly without them. There’s a rocky ridge behind Voran’s hill—tell them to take the stones from there. And don’t forget Nibala. Two utrils to chase her!”

	“They’ll fly away to follow your orders,” said Kizac, bowing his head in submission.

	He returned soon, accompanied by the discreet fluttering of the utrils taking off on their perilous mission. But they weren’t the only ones moving—Voran’s hill was swarming with activity. The monsters had started the attack!

	“Kizac, take a thousand orzacs and move near the grahs,” Gill said, pointing at a spot on the left side of the meadow. “Form your ranks facing the glade to protect their flanks from the assault of the slobberings.”

	The terrain near the grahs was steep and wooded. It would provide some protection against the rikanes and the slobberings, he thought. They’d have a chance to hold the line until the utrils arrived.

	“In the center, I want five hundred orzacs. Spread them out to avoid the rikanes,” he continued.

	“Five hundred?” exclaimed Kizac, astounded. “That’s too few, Your Greatness, the slobberings will punch through them in a pinch of a tail!”

	“Tell them to use the tails of the moulans. They may retreat slowly to the hilltop. But no matter what happens to them, you cover the flank of the grahs!”

	“Your wish is my command, Your Greatness,” exclaimed Kizac, dumbfounded. Gill could read his distrust; however, Kizac departed without arguing over the order.

	“The rest of you, follow me on the right wing,” he shouted. 

	He was about to do something unprecedented in the history of ancient warfare—he would allow Ugo to break his army in two through the center. Gill was hopeful that the jure would order his slobberings to attack the flank of the grahs, to ease the pressure on the llandros. Everything depended on Kizac now—would he be able to withstand the onslaught, separated from the rest of the army?

	On the right side of the hill, he spotted patches of tall shrubs growing near the outskirts of the thick tekal forest, which reached down to the river. The outline of the terrain was ideal for an ambush.

	“What’s your name?’ he asked the ratrap of the chameleons, the dwarf who gave him the loyalty brocat.

	“Ralamil, Your Greatness.”

	“Ralamil, take your chameleons to the outskirts, close to the river,” he said, pointing to the place. “You’ll attack the enemies from behind once they pass your position.” 

	“It will be done, Your Greatness.” 

	“You there,” he called a prodac84, “take a thousand orzacs and hide in the bushes above the dwarves. Charge when the enemy gets near you!”

	As soon as the orzacs went to their position, he turned to the other riders.

	“The rest of you, follow me!” he yelled. “We charge from above!”

	We’re going to hit them from three sides and finish them in one blow. He grinned, pleased by how he had devised the trap.

	A shrieking sound told them that the llandros had reached the battlefield. They made the horrifying noise when they raised their thorns to launch them at the enemies.

	Although he couldn’t see the battle, Gill was sure that his grahs were fighting valiantly. He could hear the whistle of the trilates and the thuds of the heavy rocks thrown from the edge of the ravine, followed by the rattles of the slain monsters. Something was telling him that the llandros wouldn’t pass Nibala’s fighters.

	The rikanes climbed in the sky, wave after wave, aimed at the exposed orzacs in the center. Being so scattered, the troops weathered the bombardment without heavy losses—but then the slobberings appeared at the base of the hill. They charged with haste, waving their azziles. Obviously, the orzacs couldn’t resist for long, and there was no way of saving them. He had to swiftly defeat Ugo’s left wing and turn on the slobberings before Kizac’s orzacs would be crushed to death, exposing the flank of the grahs.

	He moved to the front of his riders, waiting for the enemies to fall into the ambush before launching his charge. 

	A scout appeared from the bushes.

	“Your Greatness, the arcanians are approaching!” the scout yelled from a distance.

	“The arcanians!”

	The word hit him like an electric shock; he had to use all his strength to fight against the panic because he finally understood what the gray specks were: guvals! Guvals running toward them! The news spelled death, and there was no way of cheating it…

	Even though he couldn’t see them from there, he knew that the arcanians—the guval tamers—were marching right behind the monsters.

	The arcanians couldn’t be more different from the beasts they handled. They were usually described as tall and extremely thin creatures with little to no muscles in their bodies. According to the legends, they always fought in the same way: they bridled the guvals into battle from a long leash, and as they approached the enemies, they pulled vigorously from a specially crafted metallic wire inserted in the strap. A ring of poisoned thorns85 around the necks of the beasts pierced their flesh, torturing them with the most atrocious pain possible. 

	It was easy to imagine the slaughter they made in front of them before they died in horrible spasms from overheating. In the highly unlikely situation that someone dared to survive, the arcanians speared them to death with their long spears, called shtitzes. 

	Needless to say, no army—no matter how large or well prepared—ever withstood such an attack. His cleverly devised plan collapsed like a dome of smoke in front of the abominations lured by Dedris’s hidden aromas!

	“Do we have stakes? Something to stop them?” he asked a prodac.

	“No, Your Greatness,” he answered. 

	“Anyway, that wouldn’t help,” he exclaimed. “The guvals would easily jump over them. How do we fight, then?”

	“Your Greatness, we’re awaiting your orders!”

	He was alone. In the old days, the baitars often relied on the advice of their most experienced soldiers, but here, he was on his own.

	Disaster, he thought, shaking his head. If we attack from three sides, the guvals are going to rip us to pieces. They have to release all the monsters in one direction before the dwarves blow their cover. 

	If the guvals had to run uphill, they would overheat quickly… which could only mean one thing: he, and the orzacs around him, had to attack in haste! Obviously, they wouldn’t stand a chance against the poisoned monsters. But the guvals would die anyway—the essential thing was that their arcanian tamers would fall into what remained of his trap after the threat of the guvals disappeared.

	It was almost funny how things connected. He was on a virtual hill, in a virtual world, in the middle of a virtual army, in a fight created for the amusement of the bixanids. Thousands of similar battles happened on the islands floating in Uralia’s skies, thousands of fights with no consequences, save for the pride of the defeated players. Yet, his fight had a deadly stake… 

	What were the chances of surviving a charge against a pack of guvals? Insignificant, at best, insignificant. That, of course, wouldn’t stop him from doing it, just as it hadn’t stopped him before now, just as it hadn’t stopped any Sigian soldier. For a moment, he felt the absurdity of the situation, the absurdity of playing the secrets of the Sigians in a fantasy, the absurdity of charging poisoned guvals…

	Perhaps watched from great heights, things had a logic of their own—but if he dissected them, the logic disappeared. And no real army ever fought over edible grass. He regretted now that he had missed the chance to taste it in the prison meadow. I’m going to fix that, he promised solemnly. If I fall in battle, I’ll take a mouthful before someone beheads me! Then, he would escape through the skylight. And if the Ropolitans tried to stop him, he would show them a poisoned guval…

	He turned to his soldiers. Everyone knew what they were up against and that they were going to certain death. 

	“Courage, my orzacs, courage!” he shouted. “I know you’re afraid, I know we can’t survive this ordeal. Nevertheless, we’ll charge, to give the others a chance to win!”

	He pranced his moulan and raised his purple sarpan over his head.

	“Our fight will live forever in Antyra’s memory! Follow me, my riders! Charge!” he roared, storming downhill.

	The orzacs unleashed a terrifying battle cry. Its thundering echo, carried over the hills and valleys, warmed his kyi. Why not admit that he liked it? He was Huxile, like he dreamed of countless times in his childhood. Anxiety, yes; fright, plenty of it—but he also felt impatient to reach the heat of the battle, despite it being so hopelessly suicidal.

	A familiar rumble started to roll on his trail. The moulans also sensed the proximity of the danger, the ubiquitous smell of the cold sweat of fear swinging them out of their usual apathy. 

	They were galloping downhill like an avalanche of molten metal, their speed increasing with every passing moment.

	Less than a hundred yards stood between them and the guvals… Even though Gill kept telling himself that it was a virtual world, his mouth dried out, filling with a bitter taste. He felt his muscles become as tense as the tarcan’s vein; his right hand spasmodically clenched the sarpan while his left clutched the attack reins, ready to open a path through the flesh of the gray beasts in front of him.

	A sharp howl burst from the chests of the guvals as they broke free from their leashes. They were poisoned! A gray torrent of monsters sprang forward to tear them into small pieces, their tiny red eyes bulged by the unbearable pain. The last ones ripped apart several arcanians who didn’t move out of the way fast enough, and nothing was standing between them and Gill’s army, nothing to stop them.

	He felt the knot of time expanding again. He could see the monsters through a thick fog, eating the space between them… Just a few more jumps and… He squeezed the moulan between his thighs, bracing for impact. Three… two… one… then came the terrible blow. The orzacs, in their suicidal charge, went deep into the pack of monsters. The first rows of both camps fell in disarray, piled in mangled heaps.

	Gill pulled the attack reins without picking a target, but considering how many they were, it didn’t really matter. A few moments later, his moulan took a hit, losing its balance. He didn’t fall off the rump, but the shock pressed his face into the fur of a guval. His nostrils were assaulted by the heavy stench of the wild beast, sweating in its death throes. 

	He let go of the reins and grabbed the long hairs with his left hand; he thrust his sarpan twice, thirsty for blood, before the mad monster howled and grabbed his left hand in its fangs. Luckily, he pulled it out of the glove before it was crushed in the terrifying jaws. 

	He pierced its neck again, and the warm blood burst in his face, blinding him. Another blow coming from behind finally threw him off the moulan, but his right foot became tangled in the net. His moulan got rid of a guval hanging on its neck and dragged him a few dozen feet before three other monsters jumped on the poor animal and knocked it down, scattering its entrails.

	Gill managed to release his foot by cutting the net, landing facedown in the grass. Even though he remembered his promise to taste it, he suddenly lost the urge to do it, seeing it all trampled and soaked in blood.

	He scrambled to his feet, screaming, and jumped on the nearest guval, which was busy crushing a helmet in its huge jaws, head included. He grabbed the guval’s neck crest, slipped his sarpan under its chin, and in a broad move, he sliced its throat. He continued to hit it frantically, holding on to its fur as best as he could.

	Gurgling loudly, the monster abandoned what was left of the soldier and threw Gill several yards away. With the last spark of life in its bloodshot eyes, it rushed toward him, gasping for air, deciding to drag him into the dark nothingness. Before doing so, however, another rider whipped the monster with his moulan’s tail and threw it back, dead.

	The whole hillside was quivering in a furious slaughter. His riders were fighting valiantly against the monsters, even though they realized the futility of their efforts. The guvals were jumping over them, biting and slicing with tremendous vivacity for a species that normally slept for three-quarters of the day. Some beasts mowed down three or four orzacs before being slain.

	Only Gill’s presence mobilized them to hold the front line, but he could sense their despair. All they could hope for was to take as many guvals with them as they could.

	“Your Greatness!”

	A prodac galloped nearby, pulling the reins of a free moulan. Gill jumped on the net, ready to give the regroup order. As soon as the orzacs saw the helmet of the baitar, they formed a wall around him, trying to keep the guvals at bay using the tail spikes.

	“Fall back to the hilltop!” he shouted to cover the noise of the battle. 

	The goal was reached. The poisoned guvals had to be lured uphill to die of overheating, while the arcanian trainers would get a surprise…

	He hadn’t even finished the order and the surviving soldiers turned back to the hilltop, the guvals on their tails downing them one by one. It didn’t resemble an organized retreat, but he had no hope that such a thing would be possible. 

	While climbing the slope, he spotted a cluster of bushes on the left, above the place where his other orzacs were waiting in ambush. Taking advantage of the thicket, he bridled the moulan to the edge of the forest, followed by a small escort. The rest of the orzacs kept running to the hilltop as ordered, followed by the poisoned guvals. 

	The arcanians hurried through the breach opened by the guvals, taking great care to leave no survivors behind by spearing them with their shtitzes, sharp as the thorns of siclides. 

	The volley of the tarcaneers took them utterly by surprise; hundreds of missiles, seemingly appearing from nowhere, wreaked havoc in their ranks. Amid the general confusion, they failed to find what hit them until the second salvo, which gave away the chameleons. After a short hesitation, the arcanians turned to face the attackers while the third lethal volley reached them. 

	The arcanians threw their shtitzes toward the forest, without seeing their targets. Some appeared to have hit flesh, judging by the green phosphorescent blood gushing from the wounds. They pulled their short, curved swords called phaelles and launched an attack. The dwarves, in full accord with their fighting tradition, threw their tarcanes in the grass and ran screaming into the thick of the forest. 

	The arcanians had no trouble figuring out where the chameleons went, following the trails of blood left behind by the wounded ones. When they reached the earlier position of the tarcanners, they stumbled on the invisible bodies lying on the ground.

	Gill knew this was the moment when the orzacs hidden in the woods would launch their attack. He quickly decided to lend them a helping tail. 

	“Charge!” he yelled to his small escort, and he bridled his moulan to gallop straight at the enemy line. 

	The arcanians, attacked by an enemy that appeared from a place where none should have remained alive, without realizing the feebleness of the force coming at them, turned hastily to confront the new attack—exposing their flank to the thousand orzacs hidden at the forest edge. Right at that moment, the massive charge broke through the bushes crushed under the feet of the moulans and slammed into them with the force of Belamia’s storm in her good days, throwing their ranks in disarray.

	Gill reached the enemies at the same time and engaged them eagerly.

	The arcanians’ main weapons were the guvals, which disappeared somewhere on the hill, chasing the orzacs. Their second weapons were the shtitzes, which they had thrown at the chameleons. Therefore, the majority only had phaelles, which were good in close combat but pretty useless against the riders.

	The lethal tail spikes wreaked havoc among the arcanians. They had barely started to fight and had already lost their cohesion, attacked from two sides and terrified that the chameleons would return to the battlefield. 

	Still, Gill’s small escort was in the hardest place, overwhelmed and surrounded from all sides. They had to resist until the help arrived, but it would take time. His riders mowed down the arcanians like an acajaa field during harvest to keep them away from him, but one by one, they were dragged down the nets and hacked to death. With every passing moment, the enemy blades were reaching closer and closer to his shiny armor. Wounded by a phaella, his moulan raised its head, growling in pain. Right then, one of the few remaining shtitzes—most likely aimed at him—speared its mouth, lodging inside the throat. Roaring in agony, the beast fell on its knees and rolled on the ground, dead.

	Deciding to avoid any further mishaps, Gill pulled his feet from the net and jumped off before being caught underneath.

	The nearest enemy rushed forward, ready to strike. Gill fended his phaella and engaged him, using the sarpan as a hammer to make the arcanian lose his balance. But then, without any reason, the enemy soldier crouched in pain. Looking around, Gill realized that other arcanians were falling as if they were hit by invisible sarpans—big, ugly wounds gushing blood through the joints of their armor or their knees…

	The chameleons had returned to the fight! After they ran through the forest around his hidden orzac unit, they came back to raise an invisible wall around him, slicing his enemies with kengo, their ghostly knives!

	The resistance of the arcanians collapsed everywhere. They started to run downhill, screaming in terror. Unfortunately, with all their long legs, they couldn’t outrun the moulans. A terrible slaughter followed: the orzacs knocked them down, breaking their backs, while the dwarves behind them hunted the survivors.

	Gill jumped onto another stray moulan—the fourth that day—and joined the hunting. 

	Before long, over half of the arcanians lay dead, and nothing could save the rest of them from the blades of the riders. As the arcanians reached the river, they rushed to cross it without searching for a fjord. The strong currents knocked them off their feet, and many more drowned, pulled down by their armor.

	Gill enjoyed his little victory, but he knew all too well that the battle was far from over. It made no sense to chase the arcanians scattered on the riverbanks—he had to help the others to win the battle. At first, he thought of charging along the dirt road to surround the slobberings. But that would be a mistake because they would arrive right in front of the rikanes—which were much deadlier at close range. As long as Voran’s artillery was still intact, he had no meddling in the valley.

	“Stop!” he yelled. “Pull back to the hill!”

	Without much enthusiasm, the soldiers left the surviving arcanians to escape through their spikes. They spurred their moulans upward to reach the campsite. 

	A nightmarish sight awaited them around the sleeping domes and the boulders piled for the hakles. It was there where the last moments of the guvals’ carnage had taken place. It seemed that no orzac escaped alive. Here and there, heaps of dead soldiers piled over a slain guval. Even the deep ravine behind the hill was strewn with bodies. All the guvals died—the last of them, no doubt, killed by the unforgiving poison.

	He looked at the battlefield and noticed that his left wing wasn’t doing well. Despite the heroism of the grahs, the llandro had pushed their way into the valley and climbed the steep ravine, spitting poison at them. The orzacs who were supposed to protect their side had given way under the unrelenting assaults of the slobberings, exposing the flank of the grahs to a legion of monsters. Nibala’s troops were now attacked from two sides and wouldn’t hold for long…

	The slobberings had attacked his army’s center, too, and the center ceased to exist, save for two small groups of orzacs surrounded by a sea of azziles falling rhythmically on their helmets. It would be a matter of minutes before the monsters reached the former orzacs’ camp on the hilltop.

	He raised his hand, stopping his riders’ impetus to charge chaotically downhill to join their comrades.

	“Chameleons on the right,” he ordered, “hit the slobberings when they come this way.” He turned to the orzacs: “Pile up the boulders of the utrils. Release them downhill on my mark.”

	Gill bridled his moulan to turn toward the slobberings. He raised his purple sarpan over his head and pranced his animal to attack the enemy line. He charged alone, yelling of death, with all the pride of a legendary hero, as if his strength was enough to shatter the whole flood of monsters. 

	At first, the slobberings didn’t notice the lone rider running at them, but soon they realized it was the enemy baitar.

	“Huxile,” babbled a pilteat. “Kill him!” he ordered to those around him, sputtering them abundantly with saliva.

	Grunting and brandishing their azziles, the slobberings turned and rushed his way, screaming, drool oozing out of their gaping mouths. Despite a crazy temptation to hit them, Gill had no desire to kill himself. He turned the moulan from under their goiters and ran up the hill to lure them into the trap.

	“Now!” he yelled at his orzacs as soon as he moved away from the path of the boulders.

	An avalanche of dusty stones began to roll down the steep slope, smashing the pursuers. At the same time, the loud clatter of the tarcanes announced that the chameleons’ skull-breaking weapons had entered the fray…

	On the opposite hill, another view filled him with joy. The first wave of utrils dived on their targets. The catapults, completely taken by surprise, had no chance to fight back; the huge boulders falling from the sky broke all of them and decimated the kerats. In less than a minute, the artillery that terrorized his army, the key of Ugo-Voran’s guaranteed success, was reduced to a pile of splinters and mangled bodies scattered on the hilltop.

	After the attack, the utrils turned back toward the ridge to load another pile of boulders in their hakles.

	“Signal the utrils to attack the llandro,” he ordered the nearby prodac.

	“I’ll do that, Your Greatness,” he exclaimed, turning his moulan to fulfill Gill’s wish.

	“Charge!” shouted Gill, raising his sarpan to start the attack.

	The orzacs followed him at once, charging downhill through the breach made by the avalanche. The blow was tremendous; his riders broke deep into the enemy line, punching the rattled slobberings with the moulan tails.

	For a while, the fight appeared balanced, but time was flowing on his side. Over Gill’s head, volley after volley ripped a path through the air, hissing of destruction and death. The slobberings began to lose ground, decimated by the tarcaneers.

	Elsewhere, too, the fate of the battle was turning in his favor. The llandro were squashed by a new attack of the utrils, while the grahs and the orzacs, seeing that the slobberings were attacked from several directions, increased the pressure to recover the lost space. It wouldn’t be long before the llandro would become history. In that moment, nothing would defend the flank of the slobberings and save them from encirclement.

	The battle was drawing to an end. Soon, he would be able to breathe again, to remove the armor smeared by the thick blood of the enemies and wash in the swirls of the river. But all the water in the world wouldn’t wash the wounds of his kyi… He once dreamed of legendary battles, he imagined the orzac armies charging, he saw the ancient history’s campaigns through the eyes of imagination. He believed an archivist knew everything about such things, and yet, today’s battle revealed something new, something that no legend, no scroll eaten by rukkus had told him: it showed him how war really looked. A hill so beautiful a few hours ago, the green valley, became the scene of terrible carnage.

	The simulation was far too realistic; something like that shouldn’t have been allowed to happen. It broke all the patterns of a simple game, it melted away the smack of civilization gained in the last hundred years of technological progress. Laixan the aromary didn’t say in vain that “if you play with death again and again in a thousand perverse ways, if you face your own condition as a mortal, you will feed the desire to be frivolous with the water of life, to sneak under the spikes of the Gondarran assassins.” And he also added: “do not live to enjoy the death of your enemies.” All the cruelty of the ancient world, which the modern Antyrans wanted buried deeply in the history’s dusty pages, resurfaced here like the hideous specter of Arghail rising from the cave of kyis. The Ropolitans had indeed become another species, closer to the savage Antyrans of old. Perhaps that was why they defeated the prophet so easily; perhaps that was why Ugo and Sandara forgot about the palm ritual. Ropolis is not Antyra. Ropolis is the new Zagrada.

	Is this who I’m going to turn into? A savage? he thought pensively. The last days had started the metamorphosis… He had watched, through the eyes of a Sigian, the beautiful Sigia burning, and that marked him forever with the seal of cruelty. From a coward archivist, he became a lethal tool of the so-called Arghail; with every violent encounter his kyi calcified, becoming more and more deprived of empathy, more placid in the face of death.

	Well, maybe he hadn’t found the best moment to think about it. He would see later if he could save some of the former Gillabrian. His kyi’s integrity—a pretty serious concern in normal times—became downright irrelevant in his situation, with Ugo still alive and roaming on the island. So he wrinkled his spikes and totally forgot about it.

	He couldn’t understand why the game wasn’t over yet. The jure’s army was reduced to a pack of slobberings and dogans, the last of which were unable to show even token resistance to his riders’ sarpans. They couldn’t jump uphill, and the heat weakened them for good. By now, someone should have reached Voran and disconnected him. 

	The grahs descended the steep ravine covered with dead llandros, surrounding the remaining monsters. It would be a matter of minutes before the last one bit the dirt. Did Ugo run from the battlefield to delay the end? What good would it serve?

	“The utrils have returned!” exclaimed Kizac, who had arrived near him to watch the end of the fight. 

	“What utrils?” Then he realized, seeing the two fliers. “Sandara! They found her!”

	“The prisoner is carried to Ricopa by about twenty dogans. They saw them on the trail to the mountain.”

	“Kizac, I’m going after them.”

	“And the battle?”

	“Finish it! If you see Voran… make sure he tastes the blade of your sarpan!”

	“It will be done, Your Greatness.”

	“Gather the utrils. Mount three orzacs on each of them—no, I’d rather have ninety grahs. Make sure there are thirty full triangles. On the rest, bring orzacs.”

	He patiently waited for the required troops to assemble on the hilltop, hoping until the last minute to catch a glimpse of Ugo in the middle of his slobberings. But he waited in vain.

	As soon as the troops climbed on the hakles, they took off hastily to the imposing mountains on the left, the two utrils leading the way. 

	He was finally riding an utril! With the scented wind whistling through his spikes, he started to feel the exaltation of flying, the excitement of reining the beast he was holding tightly between his thighs; he felt the power he had over the bundle of flesh sitting between him and the abysmal gulf underneath. His whole kyi awoke to a life he had never experienced, a life he never thought possible. His senses expanded in the surrounding space like oversized antennas; he became aware that the hairs on the back of the utril made a distinct swish in the breeze, he felt all the muscles and the tendons of the giant skin wings working to keep them afloat as if they were his. He felt even the smallest vortices created by the flock’s advance as if he himself was the space and time through which they swam with great haste. It was a feeling of total freedom impossible to describe in words; he even forgot that he hadn’t tasted the edible grass. I’d like to be able to incarnate as an utril, he thought, mesmerized by the prospect.

	A ridge of green stones appeared in front of the pack like the claws of a giant monster ready to grab them. A dusty path meandered a few yards below the edge of the cliff, bordered by a thousand-foot-deep chasm. This is where they passed, realized Gill. Could it be an illusion? He had the impression that if he looked closely, he could see the moisture lost by the ice creatures.

	At that altitude, the grass scales became dry and ragged, the whole mountain resembling a monster from a much older time than that of the ancient Antyrans, the bones of its skeleton protruding through the scaly skin.

	The utrils pushed hard to fly over the ridge and around a lofty peak rising to the sky like a tower. Right in front of them was the huge Ricopa Glacier, bordered by ragged, almost vertical walls of barren rock. Its massive ice tongue descended in a fairly straight line down to a green valley—a swamp, really, or at least that was how it looked from high above. Pools of water sparkled among patches of arkanes, the grass of the bogs. The arkanes were much smaller than in the Black Forest; they would hardly reach his knees—most likely due to the coldness. Three bare rock islets were the only solid platforms in the whole valley.

	But it was not the ice tongue that caught his attention. Although he expected the glacier of a goddess to be anything but ordinary, nothing prepared him for the sight in front of his eyes: Dedris’s castle, defying the most cherished laws of nature, was built on its base! 

	Five towers about a mile tall, consisting of three segments, each thinner than the one below it, erupted from the ice vein like the sprawled fingers of the giant Froga.86 The first segment rose obliquely toward the mountain wall and not vertically like the other two, at the end being united with the nearby towers by thin ice bridges. The castle appeared to be built entirely of a bluish metal; the outer towers were shorter, while the middle one—undoubtedly the home of the goddess—was the tallest. Metal buttresses anchored the building deep into the mountain. Thanks to them, the glacier flowed downhill while the castle stood in place, slicing the ice. On its whole length, Ricopa’s tongue was split into six slices traversed here and there by huge crevasses.

	Ricopa wasn’t, however, a simple glacier. If the goddess lived in the towers, her monsters infested a town carved in the ice around the castle. The glacier’s tongue had lumps, mounds, ditches, and steps carved in the crevasses—everywhere there were signs that the grotesque  servants of the goddess were working day and night for her.

	Ricopa reminded him of the so-called Antyran cities from the misty legends of the last glaciation, whose names—if they existed in reality—had waned from the collective memory thousands of years ago… The Antyrans, like Dedris, apparently had ice towns. Of course, not carved in glaciers because they flow, move, and crack all the time—only the gods or the architects of a virtual realm could build them there. The stories told that the Antyrans had dug cities in the huge icecap covering the northern lowlands, which sometimes reached a mile in thickness and whose slow motion they didn’t bother to notice.

	As they approached, Gill saw three large holes opening into the glacier’s tongue—the city gates, richly adorned with ice sculptures and surrounded by white slabs of rocks scattered through the swamp. He had already learned that things weren’t exactly what they looked like in Acanthia-under-Star. The white spots might rise to life if he approached them. 

	Three rivers flowed out of the gates, joining their foamy waters before they disappeared into the swamp. 

	“There they are,” an orzac shouted, pointing at the pack of dogans in the shadow of the glacier, moving hastily toward the main entrance.

	Gill saw them, too, even though the silhouettes were hard to distinguish near the ice tongue. It became obvious that they had no way of preventing their entry in the cold darkness. In a few moments, the ice creatures were inside Ricopa. 

	They had arrived too late!

	Gill bridled his utril to fly in circles around the entry, trying to think of something. It would take precious time to force their entry in the city, time they didn’t have… and how could they catch Sandara in the ice tunnels, forcing their way uphill with the ice monsters raining on their heads?

	He landed on the glacier in a flat area without crevasses. Down in the darkness, he would be exposed to a huge risk, perhaps as big as the charge against the guvals. It didn’t seem a good idea to stretch his luck—he knew all too well the kind of traps he could expect from the dogans… Still, he needed her advice on how to end the game. The battle was over, and he was still stranded in Acanthia-under-Star.

	Some of the orzacs followed his example and landed hard on the slippery ice, doing some comical pirouettes with their flying mastodons. Several utrils circled the skies to spy Sandara’s escort through the eyes of the crevasses and the canyon of the central fissure. If only he could find an opening big enough to get in front of the dogans!

	“Find me a crevice to enter!” he shouted, waving at his orzacs to fly to the castle.

	His band took off in a V formation, sniffing each little crack of the glacier to find a proper entrance. He eyed a few places where they could get in—stairs carved in steep crevasses or the ice domes of some tall buildings that could be breached, but he wanted an opening large enough to fly on their utrils. 

	Unfortunately, he couldn’t use the giant canyons sliced by the towers—they were too rugged to fly along. Their wild bends full of pointy juts and the narrow lips of the rift wouldn’t give their utrils any chance of bringing them down in one piece. They had to look for something else.

	His soldiers finally found a huge abyss, a circular opening of an unfinished dome. Gill pushed his utril down without hesitation, closely followed by his companions. As they descended, the color of the walls changed from snow white to milky blue, then dark blue… strange colors to Gill’s eyes; on Antyra I, the hearts of the glaciers were purple because of the bacteria floating in the planet’s air.

	The floor of the dome was full of ice boulders piled up for the construction of the ceiling, making landing impossible. The only way inside the womb of the glacier was a large archway opened in the downward wall. A scout flyer disappeared without incident into the blue cave. Gill, along with the rest of his fellows, followed him closely.

	The gallery wasn’t as large as he thought; his utril panicked and started to hit the walls with its wings, keeping him glued on the net, praying to Zhan to protect him from being squashed on the tunnel’s ceiling. When the slope became gentler, the leading soldier tried to land. His utril rolled on its left side and slid downhill through the cave, dragging him along, his left foot trapped in the net. After a few dozen yards, they slammed into a wall with a loud thud.

	As soon as his utril put its claws on ice, it fell down. Gill had no intention of waiting to be dragged around like the unlucky orzac, so he quickly pulled his feet from the net. He jumped off the animal before they reached the wall, and after tumbling several yards on the ice, he stopped. A rustle of wings and loud bangs, followed by screams, told him that the others also had a rough landing.

	Galvanized by fear, his pulse almost bursting the spikes, he jumped forward to clear the way. Too late! The next utril slammed him off his feet. Gill grabbed its fur, struggling to avoid being pulled underneath, while the cavern became the stage of general chaos. A scramble of bodies, thuds, and screams of pain filled the tunnels, duly multiplied and carried away by echoes.

	In less than a minute, they had all somehow landed. Gill was relieved that most of his soldiers were now on their feet, but looking back, he realized they couldn’t leave on the same path. The cave was too narrow and abrupt for his utrils to fly upward; without ropes or feet nails, there was no hope of doing it on foot, either.

	It became obvious that they had to leave the utrils behind. The road was too slippery, and the panicked animals seemed unable to do even simple things, like keep their balance or find their way in the bluish twilight.

	Not far from them, the cave led to one of the glacier’s canyons—surely the largest one, carved by the goddess’s tower. Dedris’s road, the main artery of the underground city, was smooth and quite steep, requiring some skill in keeping one’s balance. The curved walls bore traces of the friction with the metal that sliced them—in several places, they had a number of symmetric ripples running parallel to the fissure. As he had seen from above, the canyon was narrower at the top, its edges mostly welded together.

	They were in the middle of an enchanted world of sparkling caves bathed in bluish light. The myriad galleries around them were strewn with stalactites, artificial columns, bridges, and skillfully carved walls. All, absolutely all, were made of the only material available in abundance: Ricopa’s ice.

	When he had flown over the glacier, he could hear the underground river roaring under the ice sheet. Here, the water gushed forcefully into the blue light of the canyon, flowing in a translucent channel that bordered the main road, crossed by richly decorated ice bridges. Nowhere was truly dark. Even in places where the light couldn’t reach the city through crevasses or cracks in the walls, the sparkling dark-blue ice was lightened by the star’s rays trickling all the way down from the surface.

	Gill left several soldiers who had been injured in the stampede to guard the utrils while he walked down the canyon with the rest of them. He knew Sandara couldn’t be far away, but he worried that his spectacular landing had been heard far away and that the dogans would bypass them through the side galleries. However, the echoes carried the ruckus through dozens of caves, and he pretty much doubted that the female’s escort would know for sure which canyon they had breached and how far in they landed. 

	One thing really concerned him: the town seemed strangely deserted—nobody tried to block their way. This can’t be good, he told himself. He peered into the deepest galleries, trying to glimpse their inhabitants, but no one was there.

	A series of lights sparkled in the distance. Even though he couldn’t see them directly, the curved walls reflected the light of the torches from far away. He hurriedly signaled his troops to hide in the nearby galleries and threw himself behind a wall of ice, trying to become as small as possible. 

	The rustle increased in intensity. When Sandara’s dogans arrived in front of him, he jumped out of hiding.

	“Charge! Leave no one alive!” he ordered his soldiers.

	Seeing the surprise of the monsters, he hoped for a moment that they had fallen into his trap, but then he realized that the ruse worked both ways—because not only his orzacs jumped to their feet! 

	The short wall hiding him began to unbind, forming large cracks that looked suspiciously like limbs. The wall he pressed his face on was a dogan! More and more monsters came to life around them. Some support columns, thick stalagmites, ice blocks—seemingly collapsed from the ceiling—and even two bridge rails woke up to attack them by surprise.

	The fight swirled in an instant, Gill’s troops being attacked from all sides. 

	The dogans were using their fists like a pair of gorgs to knock the soldiers down and crush them under their weight. The good thing was that they had no room to jump over one another. The bad thing was that they were piling over the fallen orzacs to smother them. Several times it even happened that the floor suddenly swallowed a fighter, closing again without a trace. If the others didn’t notice the disappearance or didn’t break the floor fast enough, the captive had no chance of escape.

	Gill chopped off the head of the dogan-wall before it could finish the transformation and rushed forward. He reached Sandara, and with one stroke, he cut in half one of the dogans carrying her. The monsters in the back tried to raise a wall around the prisoner, but they were hindered by the narrowness of the gallery.

	They didn’t have torches in a true sense of the word, as heat was their greatest enemy. They used the raisin of the glimset root, which, once dipped in the water, shone like fire. 

	Wham! Wham! Two monsters lost their heads, shattered by a gorg. A grah triangle had joined him in the assault of the escort. Under their savage blows, the ice creatures crumbled in deformed shards. He bounced Sandara to her feet, but she lost her balance; her limbs were numb from being caught in the ice shackles for so long. She didn’t whine, though, for she was a grah. 

	Gill slipped his arms under her knees and around her waist to carry her into the small shelter where he had hidden before. Sandara had lost her helmet. He could see her playful eyes looking at him with surprise, unable to understand the puzzle of his presence there. He took her palms in his hands and rubbed them gently to restore the blood circulation while his soldiers made a wall around them to keep the monsters at bay.

	“On Zhan’s eye, how did you find me?” she asked, amazed.

	“My utrils followed you. Can you walk? We have to get out of here,” he murmured, feeling a shiver of urgency pinching him by the tail.

	The grah shook her head.

	“Have I told you I never met an Antyran more stubborn than you?” she teased him. “This is how you understood to hide?”

	“I didn’t fancy your plan,” he grinned. “I thought it’s better to fight Ugo than hide like a coward.”

	“Hahaha, fight Ugo,” she said, giggling, looking at him like she was talking to a mad Antyran. “You realize now what a foolish idea crossed your spikes?”

	“Why? I beat him.”

	“You beat him,” she exclaimed mockingly. “You didn’t pick the best time for foul-smelling jokes.”

	“You better tell me how to stop the game! I defeated his army, but the game isn’t over yet! Why?”

	“What do you mean… you defeated his army?” She looked at him, suddenly serious, trying to read the depths of his kyi—a difficult task, considering that he was wearing the empty face of the AI flour dealer.

	“How many times do I have to repeat that I beat him?” he replied. “I’m an archivist.”

	“Oh!”

	However big was the hope, her kyi obstinately refused to accept that such nonsense could have taken place—that a stranger, for the first time in Uralia, who had never played a virtual game, had defeated the jure of Ropolis! But the inflection of his voice didn’t leave room for deceit. As she sat, undecided, not knowing how to react or what to say, she felt she could glance for a moment beyond the emptiness of the standard AI face he was wearing. And beyond it, howling more hoarsely than Belamia’s madness, she glimpsed the colossal storm raging in the depths of the Antyran’s kyi, a storm that Baila and the millions of tarjis under his command had slammed into. She finally understood her mistake. She had let herself be blinded by Ugo’s unique condition, but she had lost sight of the one of Gillabrian—the Antyran who, although hunted on three planets, arrived in Ropolis right under Baila’s spikes. And he wasn’t a mere Antyran but an archivist—a keeper of the ancient history, a sarpan’s tip of the Shindam’s heresy against the temples! If someone could defeat Ugo in the legend of Acanthia, it had to be an archivist! In that moment she believed him, and the shock of the revelation took her breath away.

	“Sorry, Gillabrian, I underestimated you!” she exclaimed, remorseful.

	“I figured that out,” he said, smiling.

	“I should have imagined that the one hunted by Baila would be no ordinary Antyran!”

	“Leave that. How do we stop the game?”

	“I don’t understand what is happening,” she said, shaking her head. “Forbat should have gotten my message by now…”

	“Sandara! Why is the game not finished yet?” he exclaimed impatiently.

	“Did you kill all the monsters?”

	“I don’t think I missed any. Ugo wasn’t supposed to be in the middle of his army?”

	“Yes. Unless—”

	She didn’t finish the sentence… The roars of agony of their utrils reached them, accompanied by a faint, unidentified murmur.

	“We have to get out of here. Now!” exclaimed Gill, grabbing her arm to hurry her up. 

	An orzac handed her the sarpan of a fallen soldier.

	They jumped into battle shoulder by shoulder to clear the way to the swampy valley. With all the furious onslaught, he indulged for a tailbeat to look at her, curious to see how she handled the sarpan. And handle she did! He watched in amazement the un-Antyran speed of her blows, the way she equally used the tip and the blade of her sarpan to spill the dogans’ water, the deadly accuracy of the forearm spikes, her elegant movements forgiving no enemy and wasting no energy—Sandara was so much more than a fruit from the wild seed of her race, she was the art of war in the purest form. The grahs had always been renowned fighters, and Sandara had a place among the best of them. He had never seen such sarpan mastery in his whole life—surely the female had played a lot of games in Uralia!

	A rain of icicles started to fall in the canyon. 

	“The dogans are on the glacier! Hurry!” Gill shouted to the soldiers in the rear guard, signaling the grahs to move in front of the band. They quickly disengaged and joined the attack.

	Led by Sandara, the grahs quickly reduced the opposition of the dogans to a shapeless pile of ice, bloodied with water springs. From time to time, dogans from side galleries jumped over them—the only way they could cross the grah falchies—but they rarely managed to make an impression before adding their bodies to the mangled remains on the glacier’s floor. The orzac rear guard, however, had serious trouble holding back the flood of monsters poised to cut off their retreat.

	They advanced fast. After a while, the band reached a square split in two by the underground river, a large crossroads where the canyon widened considerably. Along the walls, a row of strange buildings resembling the monumental temples of ancient Zagrada surrounded the square. The majority had impressive terraces supported by translucent columns, worthy of the offerings intended for Pixihe, Colhan, or Antyra. This time, Gill feared they would be the ones sacrificed because the terraces provided an easy way of bombarding from above. Dozens of transparent ice bridges connected the platforms and the many roads coming out of the side galleries.

	As if to answer his misgivings, a flood of dogans burst from the side roads in front of them, blocking their advance. The front line became dangerously thin, trying to cover the whole width of the opening. Just then, the unidentified faint noise in the distance—which he at first connected with the demise of the utrils, could be heard again. This time it was approaching fast, turning into a low hum, then into a distant roll resembling Belamia’s thunder. Gradually, the thunder coalesced into distinct sounds—a sort of deep rumbling, as if the mountain’s dams had broken, spitting a colossal stone avalanche at them. The rocky tide became louder and louder, till it finally exploded on the terraces, shaking the walls of the canyon and scattering countless echoes through the caverns of the ice monsters.

	Gill was expecting to see huge rocks cascading from the terraces and burying them in the vein of the glacier. Instead of that, hundreds of translucent ice creatures appeared on the platforms, ready to attack them. Twice as tall as the dogans, they had slender waists and large, red eyes. In a loud crack, they fused their feet to the floor, becoming one with the glacier. Long icicles, as sharp as rikanes, appeared from their thin arms.

	Then came the silence. Even his soldiers forgot to fight—quite understandably, given that their chances of getting away with their lives were just reduced to naught. The pack of creatures on the top of the highest terrace split in two, making room for an ice llandro to silently slip in front of them. The llandro was ridden by an Antyran female in red armor, holding a purple sarpan in her hand. Gill didn’t need introductions to recognize the goddess Dedris!

	“Well, well, could it be little Sandara?” spoke Dedris with Ugo’s voice. “The one who always meddles her tail in matters of no concern for her?”

	“The intrigues of Uralia’s traitors!” the grah female exploded.

	“Ohh, ohh,” Ugo-Dedris said with a sigh. “What terrible words for such young lips. Your words hurt me grievously,” he said with pretended suffering in his voice. “You’d better use your energy to make Forbat a grandpa and keep him away from the muddle-kyi council,” he laughed.

	“Take heed what you say, abomination!” Sandara burst out, enraged.

	“Abomination? That’s how you talk to an old friend?” the goddess scolded her.

	“The Ugo I knew and cherished died a long time ago. You’re just a corrupted shell!”

	“Me, a corrupted shell!” yelled Ugo, angered in turn. “You crossed the tail, you and those weaklings! I can smell the stench of your father’s intrigues from up here. You beg me to save your spikes, then you treat me like—”

	“Wait till I tell Forbat what happened here! You’ll see how—”

	“Ha-ha, you’ll tell Forbat! Well, I have a little surprise for you… Disconnect them!” he ordered his ice creatures, boiling in rage.

	Seeing the puzzled mugs of his monsters, which probably didn’t understand the concept of “disconnection,” he shouted, “Kill them! What are you waiting for?”

	With a loud scream, the dogans rushed toward them while the creatures from the balconies began to launch a hail of icicles over their heads. As soon as they threw a spear, another one grew in their hands. 

	They were drawing their sap from the hearts of the glacier, so Gill expected their ammunition to last for quite a while. He took Sandara’s hand and pulled her to a wall close to the underground river. They were sheltered from the rain of spears, but the dogans would soon reach their place and trample them to death…

	“What do we do now?” Gill asked her.

	Sandara shook her head, disheartened, looking at the unfolding carnage. They could do nothing but wait. Attacked from all sides, their little army became thinner by the second.

	“I should have imagined it wouldn’t be a fair fight,” she said, clenching her fists.

	“I don’t understand—if Ugo is Dedris, who’s Voran?” he asked, bewildered.

	“There’s no Voran,” she explained. “Ugo joined the game as Dedris from the beginning. There’s no way I could have expected this,” she said, trying to justify herself. “From Ricopa, he couldn’t lead his army.”

	“Then who led them?”

	“The slobbering pilteats—I’m sure he gave them detailed orders before the battle.”

	Behind them, the avalanche of dogans tore a hole in the overstretched ranks of the grahs and swallowed them one by one while the rain of icicles speared the ones stubborn enough to still fight them.

	“Any idea where your shell is?” the female asked.

	“It’s… complicated,” Gill said, realizing he was unable to tell where he was held in the catacombs.

	“Then Ugo won,” she concluded.

	He was searching frantically for a solution, although his efforts seemed utterly futile. Not wanting to offer Ugo the pleasure of disconnecting him, he thought of doing it with his own hand while he was still able to move. Still, he hesitated: Should he tell the female he could escape through the skylight?

	He deeply inhaled the aromas of the pathkeeper still fresh in his olfactory memory, convinced that the ruckus around him was hiding the chance to escape connected… There had to be a way to do it. He had defeated Ugo’s army, killed the slobberings and guvals, but in a twist of genius, the jure had turned the tides of the battle in his favor. 

	Gill was aware that one of the reasons Ugo always won was the fame that surrounded him, the others’ expectation of losing. “If you go to war convinced that you will lose, you will lose,” said Laixan. Yet Gill didn’t have this complex; he couldn’t afford to. Deeply inhaling the recessive aroma, he imagined time’s knot like a pendulum, its recoil strong enough to throw him back on the shores of peace. He flexed his thoughts on imaginary levers, testing their strength, probing the resistance of the node’s fabric, deciding to topple it again—to turn over the reality and defeat Ugo like he defeated his monsters on the hill. 

	As usual, the proper lever lay right in front of his spikes, too obvious to be noticed by others.

	“Maybe he didn’t win,” he whispered.

	He turned Sandara to face him. Abandoning all courtesy, he grabbed her by the armor’s thongs, beginning to undress her.

	“What are you doing?” she exclaimed, surprised.

	“Help me!” he urged her, without giving any details.

	In less than a minute, they were both out of their armor.

	“Now what?” The female threw him an inquiring look, trying to find out whether he had lost his scent.

	Gill smashed the ice railing of the river, slipped his left arm around her waist, and jumped with her into the torrent. Immediately, the icy water covered them. Unfortunately, it wasn’t breathable like that in the portal tunnels. Even worse, the water was so cold that his tortured muscles contracted involuntary, squeezing the air out of his lungs. His whole existence collapsed to the point of un-Antyran torture where his only goal was to take a breath of air through the suffocating splashes—all the while he was sliding at breakneck speed along the ice bed, slamming into the banks and being pulled under by whirls.

	Sometimes they managed to glimpse large halls and beautiful bridges raised by the dogans before they disappeared in an instant, covered by the wild foam. A few times the river widened into small lakes, which they crossed faster than a tailbeat, followed by steeper slopes where the riverbed narrowed again.

	Riding on a mountain of water, Gill and Sandara fell down a small waterfall, still clinging to each other. Just when he was hoping that they were about to get out, Gill realized the ceiling was drawing dangerously low.

	“We’re in big trouble,” he mumbled, sliding through a flooded section.

	Luckily for them, it didn’t last long. After two more meanders, the twilight became visible through a large opening—a sign they were about to get out of the glacier. Large boulders lay scattered in the riverbed, so Gill pulled Sandara by his side to protect her from any sharp crags. 

	As they tumbled out of the glacier, a sharp blow to his head rendered Gill unconscious. Sandara grabbed him under his shoulders, fighting to keep his head above the water. It was an almost-impossible task in the strong torrent, but the riverbank was only a few tail-lengths away.

	“Don’t you die on me,” she cried, breathing heavily. “Wake up!”

	After a moment longer than eternity, Gill came back to his senses. Moaning in pain, he rolled on his knees, the foam climbing up to his chest. 

	Helped by Sandara, he managed to get to his trembling feet.

	“Did we make it?” he muttered, squeezed of energy.

	“Almost,” answered a voice that didn’t belong to the female.

	They turned just in time to see Ugo-Dedris riding the ice llandro out of the glacier—almost as fast as the icy torrent. But the llandro was unable to skid over the arkanes, so it stopped at the end of the ice slope. 

	Ugo dismounted in a hurry and rushed toward them, pulling the purple sarpan from its sheath. He didn’t wear a helmet anymore. The ugly gash on his forehead, dripping green blood on his face, hinted that he may have lost it when his head had met a thick icicle. Gill could see his face, transformed by a bizarre male–female metamorphosis, close enough to Ugo’s real features that he could be recognized easily. If Dedris was considered the most beautiful female that dreams could ever imagine, the face in front of them was born from a nightmare…

	The flood of dogans was no doubt left behind, and no other ice creature could be seen.

	“Well, well, well, do I smell a romance?” Ugo guffawed insolently, noticing how Sandara was holding Gill’s arm protectively. “I’m glad you already followed my advice, but this male isn’t a good match for you. He has to go,” he said with fake sadness in voice.

	“I won’t let you harm him! You’ll have to kill me first!” she shouted.

	“No! I want you to see how your little protégé goes away. Then you can tell the old rag all the details!”

	“Ugo, please, you can’t do this!” she implored.

	“You know I have a thing for you… but this time I find myself forced to say nay,” he snuffled. “Now get out of my way!”

	With a shout, Sandara let go of Gill’s arm and jumped toward Ugo-Dedris, wobbling on the slippery stones in the riverbed. The jure greeted her with a brutal blow from the armor’s sleeve, throwing her on her back. Using her last drop of energy, Sandara jumped to her feet, just in time to receive another savage blow in the sternum from the sarpan’s handle. She collapsed in a whirlpool and clung to a rock nearby, too exhausted to pull herself out of the water and face another attack from the abomination.

	“I have to admit, I’m impressed!” the jure said, turning to Gill. “You escaped through my spikes, beat my army, and escaped again. But I’m afraid this time your luck is over.”

	“Don’t touch him!” shouted Sandara. “I promise—”

	“Great female! A bit balky if you don’t know how to handle her,” he confessed, pointing at Sandara. “I’ve known her since she was an egg this small,” he said, showing him his clenched fist. What do you know… good ol’ times. Me and Forbat were friends…”

	“A friendship betrayed like all the good things you once believed in!” she reproached him bitterly.

	“What’s wrong with me?” exclaimed Ugo. “I’m wasting my time on your tail. Understand me, Gillabrian, I have nothing against you. I would gladly ask you to join me, but I know you won’t—as long as you don’t understand my purposes. And I have no time to explain them,” he said, as if he felt the need to apologize for what he was going to do. He looked around and muttered, more to himself, “Anyway, after the expansion, this place will be redecorated…”

	Despite the crippling numbness, Gill felt a slight bump in his feet. Peeking down slowly to avoid arousing Ugo’s suspicion, he realized with his spikes wrinkled that it was his sarpan, which he had lost somewhere along the wild ride in the river. He tried to move slightly upstream to make sure he wouldn’t lose it through the slippery stones, hoping that the evening’s glare on the surface of the crystal-clear water would hide the blade from Ugo-Dedris’s prying eyes.

	“I wish it could be easier… but I’m afraid we have to connect you to Tormalin by force,” the jure exclaimed. Then he started to walk the few remaining steps to him.

	Faking a terrible fright, Gill bent his body to the right, close to the foamy water, protecting his head with the left hand in a ridiculous defense attempt.

	“It doesn’t hurt… too much,” Ugo grinned, ready to thrust the tip of the sarpan into his neck.

	In the meantime, Gill’s right hand gently slipped into the water and grabbed the handle of his own sarpan. He jerked suddenly, thrusting it into Ugo’s hip through an armor joint.

	“Aaaargh!” the jure yelled, surprised, and grabbed Gill’s neck with his left hand while Gill released his weapon’s handle and seized Ugo’s right arm to prevent him from using his blade.

	They both fell in the whirling water, tumbling over the rock slabs. Gill got to his feet, but Ugo-Dedris’s armor became stuck between two jagged stones, leaving him pinned down on his back in the cold stream, almost entirely covered by foam. After wiping the water from his forehead, Gill unceremoniously propped one foot on Ugo’s body and pulled the sarpan out of his hip.

	“Good night!” he wished mockingly, and he thrust his blade under Ugo’s chin. 

	In an instant, Ugo’s avatar evaporated. And along with him, the whole island.


CHAPTER 12.

	The long shadows loomed across the foam of the millions of stars crowded in the galactic plane. Their dark silhouettes, without windows or visible engines, resembled the strange seeds of some plants from a hallucinatory herbarium. The front side was bulged and bent in six asymmetrical swells around a reddish-orange opening, which led straight to the machine’s bowels.

	The strange devices stopped all at once to sniff the space through the red eye; they seemed to have a silent chat before they moved again, this time to form a huge circle. The back of each seed opened like a flower, revealing a metal rod that had several green, glowing tubes twisted around it. The petals extended until they touched the side ones of the nearby probes. 

	A second, larger circle assembled around them.

	In a blink of an eye, the inside of the two circles became unclear. The stars grew very bright and stretched parallel to the circumference of the rings, the ones on the edges more distorted than the ones closer to the center. 

	All the ships were flying in formation, except for the motherprobe, which slipped away from them. When it reached about a mile from the circles, it opened in the opposite direction to reveal six tongues of shiny metal arched toward the center of the rings.

	The opening of the motherprobe was the signal: the probes of the smaller ring started to move in circle, first slowly, then faster and faster, distorting more and more the sticky space between them, chasing the spaghettified stars until the ones on the edges found themselves accomplice to the rush of the vortex, beginning to rotate their fusiform shape. The larger ring then turned in the opposite direction; as their rotation reached an insane speed, the image became clear and thousands of times larger than before.

	The distortion had turned the space into a giant telescope, in whose center the motherprobe was scanning the dark depths, waiting for something…

	It didn’t have long to wait: a blinding flash exploded inside the distortion. In a split second, it seemed as if the whole sky burst into fire, the wall of flames whirling like a mad torrent before it quickly decreased in intensity. Right in the middle of the distortion, a new star was born… the newest acquisition of the galactic catalog, named Antyra.

	Deep in the bowels of the motherprobe, a blurred image formed, successive blinks making it clearer and clearer. With every click the resolution increased, the probe peeling away another level of darkness. Its hungry eye drank in the zoom’s details, working to find the source of the space distortion that had hidden Antyra for so long.

	An area close to the star expanded until it turned into a planet. From a small dot, it grew so large that the scorched surface, wrinkled by deep valleys, became visible. The calculations led the center of the eye to drift near a crevice that any Antyran would have recognized immediately. It was, of course, the Blue Crevice!

	The probes broke formation and turned back into the night, heading the way they had come from, running in a compact deformation front to pass the light of the firewall. After they covered a good distance, they stopped and did the circle routine again, this time without hesitation. The wall of fire erupted with all the power of the wrath kept in check by the distorter for 1,250 years. And after each harvest of photons, the resolution in the eye of the motherprobe increased.

	Somewhere, not far from the place where the sarken petals were working hard at triangulation, twelve massive ghosts—this time belonging to Grammia—were sinking into the night in the opposite direction, toward Antyra. Although their speed was great, it was no match for what they could have enjoyed, had a galactic highway been built. In the future, the Federation might approve a plan to link it to the closest quadrant node—and maybe the approval would be easier to get because there was no competing interest for the string to have a different route than a direct link between Antyra and the closest space road. 

	The technological marvel of the galactic highways was possible thanks to the sarken road workers and their wondrous rail-planets. They built the roads by heating matter in the enormous wombs of their worlds to a temperature never seen since the birth of the universe. The fire crucible then cooled it a bit, while a small gravitational fluctuation caused a topological defect to form during the phase transition—which was the birth of a superstring. 

	The road was made of microscopic superstring rings parallel to one another and in perfect balance, like a necklace. Their gravity stabilized the thread, preventing the rings from fusing; therefore, only the ends had to be anchored. Countless buoys were placed along the route to raise tachyon alarms for the ships in traffic if the smallest problem occurred along the way.

	Of course, it would have been better to spin a single thread, a long superstring to anchor the ships and amplify their deformation front, but despite that, its diameter wasn’t larger than a proton; a few dozen miles of the superstring would reach the mass of a planet. The Federation simply didn’t have enough energy for such a continuum.

	***

	The white mist dispelled from Gill’s eyes, and the slight feeling of dizziness passed in a blink. 

	The return of consciousness found him lying on the grass, close to a cave opened in a limestone cliff of a tall mountain. The erosion had turned the limestone into a forest of sharp rocks, resembling the thorns of an angered llandro. 

	Not far from him, several forked paths led to more and more caves—a true labyrinth impossible to navigate without guidance. Above the entrance of each cavern was a carved name, written in archaic letters. On the nearest one, he could read the name: “Acanthia.”

	Even though the touch of the icy river had disappeared from his bones, he still felt exhausted from his warring adventure. And he wasn’t the only one. A few steps from him, Sandara was resting on the discoidal grass, leaning against her portal sphere. 

	The grah female slowly turned her astonished eyes on him, as if she just saw the chimera of a nifle slipping through the white pinnacles.

	“Gill! What have you done?” she exclaimed, admiration gleaming in her playful eyes, calling him for the first time by his short name. “You defeated the jure! I must be dreaming!” She burst into laughter.

	“Then we’re both dreaming the same dream,” he said, grinning broadly, and rose to meet her.

	Exhausted, she made an effort to get on her feet. Gill rushed to take her hand to help her. Only then he glimpsed a tear in the fabric of the cliff, where a portal had recently leaked into nothingness.

	“Ugo,” she said, answering his unspoken question. “He’s probably running to the parhontes.”

	“We must stop him!” he exclaimed, pinched by Sandara’s words.

	“Relax—he’s running for nothing. They’re still locked in the circle; that’s why Forbat didn’t get my message. We have more important things to do right now.” She smiled, pointing her finger behind him. “I don’t think there’s anyone to deserve a portal more than you. Step inside!”

	He turned back and saw a white sphere, about three yards in diameter, waiting docile in the grass. His portal! He rushed in, surprised that it was ’slightly’ larger than what could be guessed from the outside. There were countless huge rooms built from all sorts of unbelievable minerals, crossed by blue veins and connected by arched hallways with elegant ceilings. A palace worthy of a baitar—or even greater.

	“Welcome to your portal,” a suave, feminine voice said directly in his head. “Your body-print is saved now, and you’ll return here whenever you are connected. Do you want to choose the face of your avatar?

	“I want my real face. Can you see it in my memory?”

	“Yes,” the voice confirmed as the hologram of his mug materialized in the air. “What changes do I make?”

	“It’s fine.”

	He turned around to leave the portal when the voice spoke again.

	“And the architecture?”

	Right away, the walls of the rooms started to morph into a multitude of shapes and compositions, some familiar, others downright bizarre, all of a beauty impossible to describe in words.

	“I have no time for that. Leave it like it was,” he ordered the voice in his head. She complied, and the dome returned to its initial appearance.

	He rushed outside to Sandara.

	“Your real face. I like it,” she said, smiling playfully.

	“How do you know my real face?” he asked, surprised.

	“You forgot that Baila took care of that? Everyone knows how you look.”

	“And how I scratch my tail…” He sighed, remembering the shameless transmission on the holofluxes.

	“Exactly!” she burst into laughter, amused by his embarrassment. 

	There could be no doubt: a change had happened to her, which didn’t go unnoticed by Gill, just as she didn’t miss it, either. The battle for Acanthia brought her on his side; it gained him more than an ally of circumstance… Now that she knew that he was able to confront Ugo the way he did, that she saw his true face beyond the standard mug of the flour distributors, that she guessed a shred of his desperate fight against the temples, Sandara finally understood that fate had brought in front of her a remarkable Antyran she had to appreciate, despite the fact that she was clueless about his intentions.

	Gill could read in her eyes that she began to like his presence—without guessing that she was attracted to him from the first moment she saw his hologram on the fluxes or that she searched his name in secret in the games registry…

	“Are we going to the parhontes?” Gill asked her.

	“Let’s go! Use your portal to jump to Landolin, gate 3.”

	They exited their portals at the same time, and Gill found himself in the familiar landscape he had glimpsed from the prison meadow in Tormalin. They were in a meadow on a steep hill, surrounded by lofty mountains. Right ahead, along a cobblestone path, Gill could see the dome of fire—a blazing wall, sparkling with strange iridescences like those on the wings of the licants. Looking upward, he realized the dome covered a good chunk of the island.

	“Come.” Sandara took him by his arm to show him the way.

	They followed the path, supporting each other without caring that they were slipping on the unstable slope. The meadow descended to a small forest in the valley, flanked by a vertical wall on the right side, and a lower, flatter peak on its left; thin trees of an unidentified species surrounded the meadow. A bunch of trails sneaked among the scaly grass dotted with wild acajaa stems, thinner and whiter than the farmed variety. 

	Sandara followed the steep path on their left, bordered by a clay ravine.

	Gill was somewhat puzzled that they had to travel a while on foot—it would have been more logical to use their portals to jump in near the fire dome. But he didn’t ask for explanations; he had more burning questions. He couldn’t afford the luxury of believing they had truly escaped Ugo’s intricate plans, whose depth he couldn’t hope to probe without the female’s help. “I have a little surprise for you,” Ugo had threatened them in Ricopa. Knowing the jure, that could only be another nasty ploy to make Gill’s life harder than it already was…

	“What is the expansion?”

	“What?” she asked, startled by his question.

	“Ugo said, ‘after the expansion, this place will be redecorated.’”

	Sandara remained silent, looking at him in a strange way.

	“I shouldn’t talk about this to a stranger.”

	“I thought you had more faith in me,” he reproached her.

	The female was fighting an unseen battle, which she was trying, ashamed, to conceal from Gill’s piercing gaze. The secrets of the parhontes shouldn’t be shared with an alien, especially one who might be handed over to the temples in exchange for peace—because in this way, they would give them to the enemy. On the other tail, the Antyran found a way to evade the biggest trap ever imagined by the prophet, defeated Ugo in his playground, and could prove the jure’s treason in front of the council just by his very presence! Perhaps… betraying Gill would waste their chance, maybe their only chance, of escaping alive from the jaws of the terrible alternatives they had. 

	She had to find out by all means…

	“Gill, why did you come here?” she asked, voicing the burning question that consumed her.

	“I…” he began, about to tell her of the chase in Alixxor and his escape in the carrier, but he realized her question was much deeper than that. “I didn’t do it for me!” he exclaimed in an outburst of sincerity. “Only I can save a world from oblivion, a world that Baila wants forgotten in the darkness!”

	“You want to save a world from oblivion!” she murmured, looking at him, transfixed.

	Sandara realized that Gill had said exactly the words she wanted more than anything to hear, words that only the omniscient gods could have seeped into his mouth… and for the first time, she dared to feel a crumble of hope that the unequal battle wouldn’t be lost after all. She didn’t think of it rationally—there was no shred of logic in that outlandish hope—but her female instinct whispered that his words were a sign that she must not abandon him to the enemy, that she had to draw him to her side, by all means. It whispered that his appearance in the middle of the crisis was no mere coincidence but a proof that the real gods existed and that they finally turned their temples, moistened with the drops of resurrection, toward the Blue Crevice… For Uralia’s world needed now, more than ever, to be rescued from darkness…

	“You’re right,” she said, sighing. “I should trust you. Anyway, if we fail, the secrets of Ropolis will be of no importance anymore.”

	Trying to find the right words, she continued, “You know, Gill, Ugo… has changed. He changed a lot since he died.”

	“What do you mean ‘since he died’?” he exclaimed, incredulous, convinced that his hearing holes were playing tricks on him.

	“It happened seven years ago. He became obsessed with the crevice. He believed that he could explore it, that he could hide our city lower than anyone might have dreamed would be possible. Hundreds of miles deep, where the enemy probes couldn’t reach. He was caught by a tidal wave… No one knows where his body lies,” she said with a shiver.

	The waters of reality muddied again, and he had no way of clearing them. Suddenly, he felt betrayed by the semantics of the words so familiar at the surface but so absurd beyond their superficial meaning. One of the few certainties he believed someone could have in a world captive in the madness of change was the inevitability of death, the certainty that if someone died, he or she would stay dead forever, that death is one of those primitive classifications that should never raise problems of understanding. But on Ropolis, even this certainty didn’t exist anymore, even death was complicated…

	“Sandara, if Ugo’s dead, who’s the jure?”

	“His avatar, an experimental kyi-print he saved while building Kaura—the land of eternity. It was the only copy of him we could recover, and we thought we were lucky—big mistake—that the world of darkness was ready to open its doors to the first Kaura-after-Life we could archive..”

	The impossible had occurred… The immortality dreamed of by Antyrans since ancient times had been discovered in a crevice opened in the crust of a scorched planet. The Ropolitans had found a way to defeat death right under the Shindam’s and Baila’s tails, and nobody knew about their secret! Perhaps that explained the jure’s seemingly un-Antyran powers, the fact that he was never defeated. How can you defeat the one whose kyi’s not burning the mighty seed of life, the one hugged by the Shadow and called ‘my dearest son’? He remembered one of the incantations from the Book of Creation Inrumiral.87 The god of darkness wasn’t wholly alive either—so that was the hidden meaning of the words uttered by Sandara in Acanthia when she said that they allied with Arghail to live another day.

	“You said that he changed. Do you think his death turned him into a monster?”

	“I don’t have the slightest idea. After we brought him up on the islands, we realized he was different. He had a lust for power we didn’t know; he hid things from us… Could the avatars be imperfect? Has the world of shadows affected them somehow? We have no way of finding out, unless we wake other avatars to life.”

	“It means… the kaura dead remain alive even after they die…” He finally understood the strange chat between Urdun and the jure in the dark forest.

	“Have you seen the world below?” she asked him. 

	“The huge planet covered in brown clouds?”

	“What do you think happens when a Ropolitan dies connected?”

	“Well… I have no idea,” he admitted.

	“His avatar falls down on Kaura, the world of shadows,” she said, pointing to the toxic smog of the giant planet underneath. “Actually, the same happens if we die disconnected, too. In the moment of death, the last kyi-print is saved by a chip implanted under the skull, which floods us with an endorphin thousands of times more potent than bixan, to scan each of our connections. It’s enough to take someone’s chip to archive the latest version of the avatar on Kaura.”

	Gill made a grimace, trying to mask his surprise, realizing the enormity of what he just heard. The Ropolitans had conquered death itself! However, what a ridiculous way they found to live the afterlife…

	“Nice place to spend eternity. Not for me, though, thank you very much. I gladly prefer Arghail’s cave,” he thought aloud, gazing at the silent wrath of the storm underneath.

	“An avatar free from the slavery of his shell might do things you and I can’t fathom in our wildest dreams! We take their portals and freeze their memories so that they can’t make new connections until we decide what to do about them.”

	The first impression he had about the jure—as crazy as it seemed at first glance—proved to be right. The Ropolitans were carelessly throwing gods in the toxic smog, more numerous with each dead Antyran, angered by the rules restricting their immortality, and on top of that, they found a good moment to wake one of them to a hideous life, hoping they could control him! And not just any god, but the malformed avatar of an architect—perhaps the brightest of them all…

	In that moment, he thought he understood the most serious problem of the avatars. Not the possible imperfection that seemed the biggest error, although he suspected that he’d soon change his mind about that, but the fact that a kyi-print was not the same as the original… It was another creature altogether!

	“Your immortality is a nice idea, but it is only an illusion.”

	“Why do you believe that?” Sandara asked him.

	“An avatar has as much in common with the real being as a hologram has with the Antyran represented by it. How am I supposed to feel happy that a print of my neurons ‘lives’ somewhere if I’m dead? You could unleash a thousand avatars of me to swarm Uralia—yet I remain myself, the ‘shell’ you despise so much. And if I die, I die forever, without a copy becoming myself. True immortality would be to save the flesh, not its dreams!”

	“Do you still not understand?” Sandara asked, bursting into laughter, amused by his ignorance. “We erased the boundary of dreams! Here, we are what we dream. You’d be surprised to learn that the living kaura are in fact partly dead, some more dead than the others. And not only them. You, me, every bixanid, we die a little each day in the real world till the worn-out body cannot sustain life. Yet the ‘shells’ in the catacombs keep living, and kaura don’t feel the old age in Uralia.”

	“The avatar keeps them young…”

	“Exactly! The avatars save all the lost connections, replacing dead neurons with virtual ones. Together with the machines in the caves, they keep the organs alive. As long as you’re in Uralia, you’re your avatar, protected from the little death of your feeble cells, protected from oblivion.”

	“Well, but this opens a gap between the real kyi and the one in Uralia! If you disconnect, you lose all the youth of the avatar.”

	“Who do you think cares about this little detail once they win their right to be intubated, to never disconnect? In Uralia, kauras slowly turn into virtual beings, cell by cell, until one day, they slip unnoticed into the realm of dreams.”

	“You’re saying your dead have no idea they died?” exclaimed Gill, shocked by the revelation.

	“Of course they know—they’re notified by the archives registry. They have to hand over their portals and jump into the amnesic smog down there.”

	“Hmm, somehow I doubt they’re happy with the prospect…”

	“We have no choice. We don’t let them waste—or take over the world.”

	“Except for Ugo,” Gill pointed out. 

	“We needed him. We knew that sooner or later Baila would attack us… We woke him up from the world of shadows and locked his code inside unbreakable chains of genetic algorithms to prevent him from looking at his essence. He’s the only dead kaura we woke back to life.”

	“Why did you do it? Even you said it’s dangerous.”

	“Firalia 9, the clone of Ropolis. Our soldiers use a derivative of etonin instead of bixan. What the avatars are doing on the island, the real bodies are doing in Ropolis… but the kyis are under Ugo’s control. Ugo sees everything their holophones scan, feels everything their bodies feel. An army with thousands of holophones and thousands of arms, the mirages, the licantoids, everything is integrated in Ugo’s kyi, and he is able to move on Firalia thousands of times faster than anyone alive. In battle, Ugo becomes the god of time, slowing things as he desires.”

	“The temples had no chance.”

	“You see why we needed a dead kaura—someone still alive couldn’t do all this. But our victory came with a huge risk. Ugo… Ugo uses his influence to obtain the expansion. To be able to remove his chains and analyze his own code, to change it at will!”

	“But this is—”

	“An abomination, yes. Ugo insists—and is believed by many—that it’s the only chance we have. If we let him change himself, he’ll turn into a super-intelligence.”

	“I wonder who would rest the fate of Antyra on the spikes of a mad Antyran.”

	“Only a few of his friends smelled his true face from afterlife. I mean former friends,” she said, correcting her words. “As for the others… anyway, the expansion is a singularity, a Zhan-like entity. The others think that the expanded Ugo won’t have anything to do with today’s Ugo, that he will transcend his Antyran condition, and that no matter how he is now, it will become irrelevant for his future self.”

	“And you don’t believe this?”

	“I… don’t know. All I know is that everything that is, won’t be anymore. The expansion will change not only Ropolis but the whole Antyra… Do you realize it?”

	And not only Antyra, Gill thought, horrified by the prospect. He couldn’t see why a god would be appeased by the tiny Antyran world, now that the wall of fire was gone… Had the alien worlds reached the same dilemma? Why had no singularity come from the vastness of space to take over Antyra? Since the aliens still existed in flesh and bones, it could only mean they didn’t like the idea of a singularity, either…

	“I think it is madness to assume such a risk!”

	“Baila can’t defeat us in a fight, but what can we do against a nuclear assault? It’s the next logical step, and some think that if Ugo expands, he’ll put an end to the war. They don’t realize that whatever he may become, we’re going to be mere bacteria for him. I’m scared… I’m afraid we’re all going to die… that our time on Antyra will end.”

	“We must stop him by any means!”

	The fire broke out on the edge of the cliffs, an incandescent curtain almost impossible to look at, even from a distance. Step by step, the dome was growing in front of them, taking over the valley between the peaks, rising to dizzying heights—an impenetrable curtain that distorted the relief inside, hiding its details.

	The wall wasn’t uniform; huge, blinding flames danced on it, seemingly racing in their mad rush to conquer the heights. They resembled the breath of a monstrous creature puffing out of the ground with a certain rhythmicity.

	Soon, they stood in front of it.

	“Gill, wait a minute,” Sandara said, pulling his arm to stop him.

	He turned to her, puzzled.

	“I betrayed our secrets so that the parhontes won’t be able to hand you over to Baila in exchange for peace. If they do it, they will reveal the heresy of Kaura-after-Life. Baila will not rest until he wipes out the last trace of the city.”

	“You’re saving my life!” he realized, astounded. Her confidences had given him an easy way to block the parhontes!

	Gill could see why his presence was so important here, in such a moment: he could expose Ugo’s treachery, but more than that, he was the only one who could prevent Baila from nuking the place to smithereens because the prophet risked vaporizing the precious Sigian artifact along with the caverns. Of course, someone had to tell Baila that Gill was in the city. Surely the parhontes would have done it in a tailbeat. But Sandara… Sandara gave him a weapon to force the council to defend him by all means in order to protect their secrets. He didn’t need clever deductions to anticipate the disappointment of the architects when they found out they couldn’t use him to negotiate with the prophet…

	“What will happen to you for telling me about Kaura?” he asked her.

	“The punishment for traitors is death… but my life doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll offer it joyfully to get your help,” she said with sadness.

	“Sandara, why did you do it?”

	“I told you already, to—”

	“No, I mean, why do you risk your life for me?”

	“I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I don’t know.” The twinkle in her eyes, playful as the wind of the vardannes, was saying something else, though, so she lowered her gaze to hide them. “I hope you will find a way to defeat Ugo, to use what I told you to change the fate of the war, to get an armistice from Baila. I think… I think you’re the only one who can save Uralia, who can save our world!” 

	“Why do you believe that?”

	“That’s how I feel. And I’m not often mistaken!”

	“Sandara, I came here to hide from Baila, not to save Ropolis. How can I save you? You believe me a different Antyran than I am,” he said gently. “I’m afraid you’re holding false hopes.”

	“You said you came to save a world! You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

	“What?”

	“One of Tadeo’s archivists?”

	“Where… where did you get that?” he babbled, stunned that Sandara knew such details about him.

	“When you admitted you’re an archivist, I remembered the one who started the whole madness. His name was Tadeo if I recall, right? Baila said something about Arghail’s children, brought to Alixxor by the Antyran. And he mentioned some bracelets…”

	“You guessed right. Unfortunately, there’s no trace left of his discovery. A huge blast killed them all, and the artifacts were lost…”

	“You lie,” she puffed. “I can smell you like a rotting razog fruit! Baila wants something from you!”

	He sighed pensively. Even though she didn’t say it, Sandara offered her loyalty. She offered her unconditional help against her own Ropolitans, without demanding to hear his secret in exchange—although she had guessed much of it. A grah’s loyalty was not something to be thrown away. The grahs placed loyalty above everything; they were of a savage loyalty, up to death if necessary. His spikes were torn apart by the thought that not only could he not help her, but he might cause her death!

	Gill came to believe that he was immune to the death of the others, but now he could see that he was still vulnerable, that his metamorphosis into a Sigian soldier wasn’t over yet.

	He breathed heavily, summoning the aroma of the pathkeeper to help him find the way in the middle of the hungry abysses ready to devour him. 

	Slowly, he started to feel again the seed of power growing in his kyi, the boiling desire to live in a civilization dead for 1,250 years, the dream of a world that purposely sacrificed itself for this dream, for the unlikely goal of being reborn from its own ashes, for hearing once again the laughter of the Sigian children under the domes on the hydrocarbon planet. He had the key, and he was bound to defend it with his life. 

	For the first time, however, he had met his match. Sandara also had a dream, to save Uralia. Could he—an Antyran—sacrifice his kin for the illusory resurrection of a world dead for 1,250 years? I have to go on for Sigia, he thought, his confidence shaken.

	“Sandara, I wouldn’t hide anything from you, but this is not my secret! I don’t know how it may help Ropolis without endangering another world!”

	“You have to help me save Uralia; it’s my home!” she exclaimed. “I know you didn’t have time to discover it. I know you only saw its dark sides. But we have marvelous places, more beautiful than you can possibly imagine! Let me help you find them…” Sandara begged him with her shiny eyes and took his hand. She pressed her other palm on his cheek, while slowly drawing her face close to his. She began to breathe heavily and lowered her eyes, startled by her own audacity. But she hesitated to break away from him, thus letting the subtle aroma of her head spikes tickle Gill’s nostrils.

	The female’s touches and her warm breath set his spikes on fire, his hearts beating wildly, enchanted by the innocent charm of her clumsy gestures. She cuddled on his chest not to find protection—Sandara would never ask for such a thing—but because she wanted to feel his touch… For a split second, her playful eyes let him look deep inside her kyi; she let him understand that she truly liked him… to realize that the imminence of death made her betray herself, to live everything she wasn’t allotted to live in the precious little time still available. He had to use all his self-control to resist the temptation to hold her in his arms, to inhale deeply the seductive aroma of her spikes, to abandon himself to the candor with which Sandara offered her scent.

	“Sandara, I’ll help you defeat Ugo,” he said in a warm voice. “But betraying the secret of the artifacts… I can’t promise that.”

	“They’re more important than Uralia?”

	“Yes.” 

	“More important than Ugo’s expansion?”

	Gill didn’t answer, but he bowed his head.

	“Then everything’s lost!” she exclaimed while big drops of moisture burst out of her temples.

	“Don’t say that,” he said, gently wiping the brown droplets off her cheek.

	“Gill,” wailed Sandara, “you have to do something!”

	“Everything is not lost. I’ll do what I can to help you,” he whispered, cuddling her tenderly in his arms. “Do not despair!”

	“You’re right,” she said, smiling sadly while leaving his arms but still holding his right hand in a tight grip. “Your promise is more than enough for me. Come!”

	As they reached the wall, he noticed it wasn’t glowing like a true fire. It emitted a cold, yet deadly radiation, chilling him to the bones. Most likely it would disconnect him if he tried to cross it without Sandara’s help.

	When the female approached it, the fire moved away from her, creating a large opening. Beyond it, he saw a paved alley winding into the thicket of a lofty forest.

	As soon as he stepped inside, the island’s sky became familiar. The barrier resembled the real wall that, until recently, had locked the frontier of the Antyran worlds. And just as Beramis stole the Antyrans’ starry heavens, the flames of Landolin hid the other sky islands, leaving only a diffuse glow to meet the eye. A few feeble clouds were floating under the fire dome, reflecting the iridescences of the fire sky.

	Everything inside the dome looked different, even the trees being taller and lusher than the ones outside the wall. There was incredible biodiversity, if one may say that, keeping in mind the species were invented by an exuberant imagination. 

	Thick trees extended their branches toward him like monstrous claws while parasitic vines entwined their hungry arms around hollow, putrid trunks, in a futile attempt to keep them together. Or maybe they want to smother them? he asked himself, intrigued, as if the motives of some virtual vines in an invented forest were the most important aspects on which to focus his runaway thoughts. 

	The island was full of life—nothing like the black forest of the fetid swamps where Urdun had betrayed him—and yet, a hidden threat seemed to loom in the shadows of the canopy. He hurried his pace, eager to leave the darkness of the forest.

	After a while, they reached the end of it. In front of them was a lake of unreal clarity, in the middle of which stood a castle. Gill thought he had become accustomed to the weirdness of the virtual world, yet the castle of the parhontes managed to surprise him again. The huge construction was built on a massive white rock crossed by red-purple veins, magically reflected in the water. As he looked closer, he realized that the castle was in fact a mountain. A mountain turned into a castle, red veins climbing greedy to the sky until they lustfully fused together on the last floor. The carving didn’t seem to be finished, outlining the feeling of massivity.

	On the left side of the castle, there was a tower so high it almost reached the ceiling of the fire dome, thinning toward the tip. A spiral staircase coiled around it up to the top; its railing was made of sharp battlements flanked by grotesque creatures, carved from the same material.

	The rest of the castle consisted of three tall floors floating one over another, held together by dozens of stone veins entwined chaotically and connected to the tower by three bridges made of floating stones. Each floor was taller than the one below and dotted with irregular ovoid terraces, also surrounded by battlements. 

	The last floor ended in a red dome made of disordered hemispheres of different sizes, adorned with countless spikes and white arches resembling the emaciated bones of a licant skeleton. Some of the arches formed bizarre buttresses, descending to the terraces below.

	A warm breeze wrinkled the surface of the lake, which surrounded the bizarre castle from all sides except for a path carved in stone leading to the base of a huge buttress. The ovoid windows along it suggested it had an interior staircase going to the first floating floor.

	The water was so clear he could see that the lake had no bottom. It didn’t have a bottom in the most literal way: his eyes could gaze through the transparent luster at the abyss below—and at the hideous planet of the living dead!

	When they crossed the doorway of the massive gate carved into the rock of the buttress, the same suave voice that Gill had heard before asked them mentally, “What is your destination?”

	“The endless dome,” Sandara replied aloud.

	Without another word, they found themselves before a massive tekal door carved in the ancient style, reminding him of the perfectionist art of the fabled Mordavian carpenters before Zhan’s coming. But their path was blocked by two artificial intelligences identical to those who had escorted Sandara in Acanthia. This time the constructs were dressed in blue tunics, and the text written in red ink on their asymmetrical right shoulder said, “Property of the Parhontes Council.”

	Although Sandara, determined, walked toward them, they didn’t seem willing to move out of her way. The female gazed around the hall and the nearby terraces, looking for something or someone, and then she asked them, “Where’s Ugo? Ugoriksom?”

	“Inside,” the AI on her right answered bluntly.

	“Inside! Who gave him the right to step in the council’s circle?”

	“The order of the prim-parhonte, Forbat.”

	“Forbat allowed him to enter?” she exclaimed, astonished. “Call Forbat outside. I want to talk to him. This is an emergency!”

	“Wait for the end of the council.”

	“I won’t wait for anything. Move out of my way!” she ordered with the notorious impulsivity of the grahs.

	“Stop right there!” the AIs exclaimed and took a step toward her in a menacing way.

	“Don’t you understand? I have to speak with him!” she shouted. “Tell him I’m here. Now!”

	The AI touched his hearing alveoli.

	“Forbat orders you to wait,” the imperturbable answer came a few moments later.

	Sandara turned to Gill.

	“I’m afraid things are out of our control…”

	“As if they ever were under our control,” he grumbled. “What do we do now?”

	“Wait. What else?” She sighed, dispirited by the turn of events.

	They took a seat on a stone stair close to the council’s door, which led to one of the many terraces dotting the first level of the castle. Sitting so still, his kyi emptied of essence, he began to hear—or rather, perceive—the distant noise of anxiety gradually increasing like a titanic avalanche on the slopes of Eger, starting with a whisper and finishing with an end-of-the-world thunder. “Zhan left us the pledge of hunger,” he thought, surprising himself by invoking the nurture ritual from the Book of Creation Inrumiral, “and this makes us the keepers of His creatures, predators over predators. For he who eats them all won’t feel any fear, save of the Father’s voice.” That’s why the tarjis didn’t know what fear was; that’s why they were so willing to die for their god. “To soothe the moulan,” “to quench the moulan’s fear,” they used to say when they intended to ritually sacrifice one of their beasts of burden. And after the dangerous execution, they exclaimed: “Thank You, Zhan, for the gift of meat. The fear is slain!” 

	Although he didn’t serve Zhan—or rather, he no longer served him—he couldn’t deny the strength of the pledge that kept the tarjis under the will of the prophet. Yet, his hunger was deeper still—the hunger for life of the Sigians—and it was growing, turning him into a predator who couldn’t be tarnished by the demeaning touch of anxiety…

	Gill drank avidly from the serenity of the bottomless lake surrounding the castle, allowing his kyi to wander around the fluffy clouds floating aimlessly on the scented sky. He imagined the islands hidden from view—so serene and carefree—where bixanids in trance, some perhaps dying without knowing it—were fighting ritual fights to become champions, immune to the turmoil happening across the door of the council. Maybe not immune—Baila’s vicious assault must have shattered the tranquility of the avatars, except, of course, the memoryless dead. Surely at least some of them suspected that terrible things would follow after their crushing victory… especially since the temples had captured the Shindam’s nuclear stockpile…

	One of the AIs touched his ear again.

	“Only Gillabrian enters,” he said, relaying Forbat’s message.

	“I have a bad feeling about this,” Sandara said, betraying her worries. “Take care,” she said, taking his hands into hers. “Ignore my fate; there’s no time for heroics. Tell them I told you about Kaura, about Ugo’s death.” 

	She let go of his hands, accompanying him with her eyes as he went inside, filled with a bitter feeling that she would never see him again. Our world is changing… The inherited instability will overflow here. And everything depends on you, my dear Gill, on the direction you push it, she thought, allowing herself to realize the enormity of the stakes, now that the things no longer depended on her.

	“Zhan be with you,” she whispered the ritual wish.

	Zhan… or rather, Arghail, Gill thought, grinning in his kyi as he walked inside the hall.

	The dome housed a steep holotheater surrounded by warm nests carved in the purest tekal vein, their mimetic fluff imbued with the scent of the councilors coiled inside. Red vines from the white rock of the ceiling combined in intricate patterns to form four bizarre eyes in the middle of the dome, seemingly guarding the smooth running of the council’s meeting. 

	Right in the center of the room, there was a huge “group” nest placed so that the speakers didn’t have to show their backs to anyone. And the floor… the floor was missing altogether! Kaura’s abyss opened under their feet, animated by the eternal fight between the brown clouds and the gray funnels from the valleys dug by ancestral deluges. The storm was more agitated than usual; a weird cyclonelike structure boiling in rage seemed to show that the hideous life on Kaura’s surface pulsed in resonance with the kyi of the architects, that it wasn’t immune to the madness happening on Landolin, and that it understood, in its own sinister way, the gravity of the things happening lately…

	Seemingly without noticing the little detail of the missing floor, a vigorous individual—despite the old age he didn’t bother to hide—stepped into the void to meet him. His sharp eyes reminded Gill of Sandara. Undoubtedly, he was her father, Forbat. A grah had become the prim-parhonte of a large city, something unheard of since the fall of Zagrada!

	Gill involuntary stopped at the edge of the abyss, hesitating to step into what appeared to be a bottomless pit. Since he didn’t want to show any weakness, he ignored his fears and stepped into the void. Of course, he didn’t fall—the nonexistent floor sustained his feet just like any normal surface. In a few steps, he reached the central nest where Forbat was already coiled.

	The councilors didn’t particularly notice him, being involved in an unbelievable ruckus. Among them, the oldest ones, undoubtedly kaura, were saying farewell to their fellow younger architects, shaking their forearms. His intuition, trained by the most complex Guk math-estimate canons, couldn’t overlook the gestures… It was an “end-of-the-world” feeling, telling him that the important decisions had already been made. In his absence.

	“I’m Gillabrian,” he growled in a hoarse voice, trying to get the parhontes’ attention, without much success, though.

	“Yes, we know that,” Forbat interrupted him. He seemed friendly, even… pitiful, if he smelled him right. “We were waiting for you. Ugo told us about your presence here.”

	“Did he also say he kept me hostage on Ropolis and attacked my kyi?”

	“I’ll explain everything,” the prim-parhonte said, smiling. “He confessed that he hid you from us.”

	“He said that?” Gill exclaimed, incredulous. “Where is Ugo?” He looked around, but he couldn’t see the jure. “You sent him to the prison island?”

	“No one arrested him.”

	Before he could say anything, Forbat continued, “We’ll… accept the armistice asked by the temples.”

	“The temples asked for a truce?” Gill exclaimed, surprised by the news.

	Again, the paths smelled by his kyi’s nostril crumbled effortlessly at the contact with reality. If Ugo just told the parhontes that Gill was in Ropolis, when did the architects have time to speak to the temples—and even more outlandishly, when did they have time to conclude an armistice?

	“Baila asked for a truce yesterday,” he explained, as if he could read Gill’s thoughts. “We are so glad we found you,” Forbat said, looking at him in a strange way.

	Cold shivers ran through his veins. That’s why the parhontes had already agreed to the armistice, that’s why they remained locked in the circle for the whole day, and that’s why Forbat couldn’t help him in Acanthia… perhaps he didn’t even get Sandara’s message. 

	Did the temples guess he was in Ropolis? Or maybe the truce had nothing to do with him… Should he dare to hope he could sneak onto a refugee ship and go back to Antyra I?

	“What are the terms of the truce?” Gill asked with his spikes wrinkled, hoping to hear that the end of hostilities had nothing to do with him.

	“We open the city and evacuate the population. Uralia will be deleted, and all the intelligences will be destroyed.”

	“So you’re willing to surrender without a fight.”

	“We have no chance,” said Forbat with pain in his voice. “The nukes—”

	“What is going to happen to the elders, the intubated?” Gill avoided the name kaura to hide his knowledge about their nature. As long as the safety of the Sigian artifact wasn’t at stake, it made no sense to betray Sandara.

	“A message is relayed as we speak. The Antyrans able to disconnect without dying will do it right now. The others… we are going to activate the immortality chips.”

	***

	In the darkness of a dusty cave on level 7, several warriors coiled comfortably in a group nest to feast on a sizable pile of bixan seeds after the bloody clash in the catacombs. They were all taking part in the great hunt on Hidardo, reserved for Firalia 9’s soldiers. 

	The hunted creatures were invented by the architects for this game. They were giant pseudo-armored creatures called malasses, which could fly with dizzying speed. The landscape was the huge desert streaked by the mountain ranges and canyons of Antyra II, faithfully reproduced on the game island.

	At the given signal, the hunters, armed to the tail with explosive disk launchers and riding some futuristic air-jets, took off to hunt the malasses through Belamia’s whirls and on the plateaus burned by the merciless heat of the star.

	Petoballin, one of the aces, threw himself enthusiastically in the wild race for the lead places. Maybe today would be the big day when he’d see his name reaching the top spot, engraved in symbols of ibral! 

	Peto quickly managed to hunt seven malasses and was just chasing the eighth, very agile and stubborn—as stubborn to stay alive as he was to shoot it—through a giant canyon leading to the foamy Orizabia Ocean. Since all his senses were trained on the poisonous thorn of the malassa, he overlooked the first signs of the end, but at some point, he realized that something wasn’t right. Time started to twist, to flow in slow motion, changing the reality under his very eyes, hitting it with waves of distortions, each stronger than the previous one. 

	He jerked the stick madly to fend off the imperfections of the virtual continuum splashed in his direction.

	“What’s happening?” he shouted to his escort in the virtual holophone. Peto had a group of friends who entered the contest to “support” him by chasing the creatures in his path so that he could kill them easily. It was a common practice in the “buffing” contests, especially for the top players, and the hunt surveyors momentarily closed their nostrils to such transgressions.

	“Emergency call from Uralia’s council!” he heard the metallic voice of the parhontes’ messenger say directly in his head. “We agreed to an armistice with the temples and will shut down Uralia! Disconnect immediately! The ones who don’t do it will have the immortality chip activated in five minutes!”

	Confused thoughts hampered his kyi from accepting the reality of what he had heard. Five minutes—he had five more minutes—it was the only thing reverberating in the depths of his skull. Like a licant captive in a tekal seed, hanging on the last crumble of life, he ignored the meaning of the news and accelerated to full throttle to kill the malassa that had defied him for too long.

	“Peto, pull off your interface!” he heard the worried voice of Donnada say. 

	“I can’t,” he cried desperately. “I’ve killed seven! I can’t give up right now!”

	“Don’t be a fool! Disconnect, or I’ll burn your tail! You want to die in this desert?”

	Dragged back to reality by Donnada’s threats, he pulled the interface off. In the next instant, he woke up on the floor next to the common nest, writhing in pain from the violence of his exit. Everywhere around, Antyrans were crouching on the ground, holding their spikes in their hands.

	His overheated kyi needed some time to realize that he wasn’t the greatest malassa hunter in the vast Hidardo desert. The two scoreboard holograms on the cave’s hallway were trembling, filled with parasites, as if they too were hit by the waves of the altered reality that ruined his game. After a few seconds, all the holophones in the city disconnected with a loud bang.

	He stepped out of the hallway wobbling on his feet, only to find that the same problems were everywhere. In all the corners of the city, the bixanids were exiting the galleries, violently awakened to reality. 

	Some addicts who had passed the stage where they could wake up safely also tried to return to reality, their bodies riddled by violent spasms. Even with all the efforts of the Antyrans around them, they ended up scanned by the immortality chips, dying quickly. 

	Of course, the oldest kaura didn’t even bother to disconnect. Their shells were resting, deeply asleep, in their nests, machines pumping life in them, awaiting the activation of the death chips. The scene didn’t resemble the gentle passing away of the senescent shells when their time had come, for death was now imposed by the order of the parhontes. Despite the silence of the abandoned bodies, it became a mass execution where the victims had no way of shouting their desire to live—even though they lived far beyond what Zhan meant them to live.

	In Uralia, kaura clumped together on the islands of the seas—especially Dolema, a wild jungle paradise watered by beautiful rivers sprinkled with foamy waterfalls. Group after group, they stepped on the hot sand of the shores, looking, astonished, at the fire dome on Landolin, from where the terrible decision to erase their little universe had come from.

	***

	“Gill, I hope you won’t hold a grudge against us,” said Forbat, avoiding his eyes.

	“Hold a grudge?”

	“The temples want you.”

	So it came to this. There could only be one explanation: Baila knew! Somehow, he found out that Gill ran to Ropolis, along with the much-too-lusted-after Sigian bracelet, and hid at the bosom of the architects’ heresy. After the failed assault, the prophet called the parhontes, and they were looking for him… What a relief it must have been when Ugo admitted he was holding Gillabrian hostage!

	“Gill, you’re the condition for the armistice. If we hand you over, the temples will allow the evacuation of the city’s populace. I have to say we already accepted.” 

	“And you don’t want to know why are they chasing me?”

	“Ugo already told us. You have an alien bracelet they want.”

	“How did Ugo find out about the bracelet?” he exclaimed, astonished.

	“He could see some things in your memory.”

	The abomination! The contact with his kyi only lasted a little, but that was enough for the jure to smell his most hidden secret! No wonder Ugo wanted so badly to possess him again, to finish the theft.

	He was again defeated by the jure… He couldn’t allow that to happen without using his last weapon, even though he had to betray Sandara.

	“You can’t turn me over!” Trying to overcome his kyi’s revolt, he pointed at the hideous whirls of the cyclone underneath. “I know everything about Kaura. I know how your dead end up there!”

	Forbat looked at him, surprised by his words.

	“I’d like to know how you learned such things…”

	“And I like to keep that a secret,” Gill replied, decided not to say Sandara’s name.

	“Anyway, it doesn’t matter now,” the old Antyran concluded, his eyes telling him he had guessed the truth—after all, he knew all too well the seed out of which his daughter was born.

	“What do you mean ‘it doesn’t matter’? If Baila tortures me and discovers the magnitude of your heresy, he’ll stop the evacuation. Do you think you can move the whole population to Antyra I before he finds out about the living dead?” he asked, convinced that Forbat wouldn’t miss the subtle threat in his voice.

	“He won’t find anything,” Forbat replied coldly between his teeth.

	“What—”

	“Now silence. There’s no use to fight; you will only increase your suffering.”

	Sensing the imminent danger behind Forbat’s words, he jumped to pull off his interface, but both his arms fell inert beside his body. At the same time, the shock wave of the icy invasion hit him like a wall. The impact threw him into the fluff, unable to move. 

	“What are you doing?” he screamed.

	“Sorry, Gill, but we can’t let you disconnect. We… we gave Ugo the access codes, so now he controls your interface. By the council’s vote, he controls what’s left of Uralia,” he sighed.

	“Have you lost your kyi? Stop the expansion!” he cried, throwing Forbat an accusing gaze while trying in vain to get up from the fluff.

	“There will be no expansion. Stay quiet!” he ordered him again. “Let Ugo inside your kyi!”

	“You don’t understand! Ugo didn’t see all,” he mumbled on his last drops of energy. “There’s a bigger stake than Uralia!”

	“Nothing’s more important than Uralia,” replied another councilor. “Forbat, we’re out of time. Whoever wanted to disconnect had enough time by now.”

	Without a word, the few younger councilors pulled off their cups while the older ones walked toward the base of the holotheater.

	“Ugo removed the floor?” asked one of them. Then, without waiting for an answer, he stepped into the void. 

	“Good-bye, Balis,” said Forbat.

	Recognizing the voice, Gill raised his eyes with difficulty over the edge of the nest, just in time to surprise the silhouette of Urdun falling into the realm of the dead. The Antyran was Ugo’s ally in the council! One by one, the other councilors jumped after him.

	“Sandara! Sandara, help me!” he tried to shout, but only a hoarse rattle came out of his mouth. The claws of the abomination stuck deep inside his throat to kill his voice.

	Boiling in rage, he struggled to reach the interface, in a futile attempt to defeat Ugo’s control. Perhaps he could roll over the edge and fall in the world of shadows… Since he had no chip, he hoped he would only get disconnected, like what had happened during his last escape. Unfortunately, this time Ugo’s grip was too strong to overcome.

	He heard the sounds of a melee, and the dome’s door slammed violently into the wall. Sandara appeared in the doorstep, followed by two of the four artificial intelligences in the yellow tunics of the Games Registry. The other two were busy fighting the guards of the parhontes.

	“What happened here?” she exclaimed while her eyes searched for Forbat, who didn’t see her enter—too busy contemplating the abyss his friends had jumped into. “Father! What are you doing?” she shouted with burning eyes, rushing toward them. “I told him everything about Kaura! You can’t send him to the enemy!”

	“Wait! The fl—”

	Before he could finish, Sandara made a fateful step and fell into the abyss, screaming, quickly followed by the two artificial intelligences.

	“Nooo!” Forbat cried. “What have you done?” He gazed at her until she disappeared in the brown clouds. “My daughter is lost,” he whispered, barely moving his lips. “Why didn’t you disconnect? Why do you never listen to me?”

	Brown spots gushed out of his temples. Petrified by pain, he stepped forward, falling after her.

	The cold reappeared—the sinister presence, ready to seep inside his kyi and steal his memory. This time, Gill was determined to fight for his secrets. However, to his great surprise, instead of feeling the jure’s ice claws squeezing his ganglions, a heavy drowsiness oozed into his bones—a sleepiness he couldn’t oppose, considering how little he had slept in the last several days. I’m so tired, he thought, but I have to resist!

	Hey, someone pinched my tail! How do utrils scratch when their tails itch? Gill felt suddenly confused about his species. Hmm, am I an utril dreaming I’m an Antyran, or am I an Antyran dreaming I’m an utril? Hard dilemma, he asked himself, utterly baffled.

	In the end, he reached the just conclusion that he was an utril flying in the sky. 

	The beast’s instinct to navigate through the endless streams of air drafts became entangled with the inhibited dreams of flying of his childhood kyi, pleasantly conquering his every thought. Yet, even though he was just a dumb beast, he knew that there, somewhere under his thick skull, a serious problem lay hidden. His kyi, however, was too numbed to understand it. He couldn’t think; he couldn’t clarify what he was doing there, what his purpose in life was. Therefore, he did what any decent utril would have done in similar circumstances: he ignored it.

	He was flying slowly toward the Ricopa Glacier, lazily fluttering his membranous wings, convinced that he’d find a way to defeat Voran and save Acanthia from the plague that engulfed it like a wildfire. When the first rays of the star pierced the mist of the cloud through which he was climbing in his path to the glacier castle, the problems started… without warning, as the worst of them usually like to come…

	He had only a short distance left to fly before he’d reach the glacial trough when something whispered to him to look down. He knew he shouldn’t have listened—his intuition was telling him to keep flying: Look forward, utril, look forward! The foreboding couldn’t have been the fruit of his mind because until then, he was happy and relaxed, the gliding was gentle, the flight gave him a great sense of security, and he even felt a bit of exuberance at the thought that he was going to meet Sandara. The feeling of anxiety had to be induced from the outside, although Gill had no way of knowing that Ugo was playing with his ganglions.

	And the order was an order. He had to do it, for the need to look down increased with every passing moment. In the end, he gave up and looked in the direction indicated by the jure… where a giant vortex was waiting patiently, ready to swallow him!

	Gill had no clue for how long it had been shadowing him, but the twister seemed animated by a hideous life of its own. When he hadn’t looked down, the storm had followed him in the deepest silence… But now that it was discovered, it started to scream with the voice of a thousand guvals—the sinister fog covering the realm of the dead becoming visible through its lower end.

	He was promptly sucked inside, screaming in terror, his head spikes congested painfully in anticipation of the impact. His yelling ended abruptly when he reached the black walls of the twister. The shock emptied his air sacks, and he began a desperate fight for his life. He had no air at all… His hearts were struggling to the point of breaking while the last traces of light disappeared as he sank into the storm.

	The suffering had no end. Each time he hit the walls of the vortex, the pain became worse. He had the feeling that the storm was trying to break his skull to get inside. It took some time to realize that the source of the storm was in fact his kyi because the more he remembered who he was and what he was doing there, the more the fury of the tornado increased. When he figured out that Ugo was behind all this and that he was falling into the realm of the dead, he couldn’t resist the relentless torture anymore, and he passed out…

	Gill woke up from the nightmare, amazed that he was still alive. He opened his eyes slowly, prepared to face the full horrors of Kaura. Instead of that, he saw the ceiling of the cave where he was held prisoner in Ropolis!

	He had no idea how much time had passed since he had connected to the virtual world. It seemed weird that Ugo left his head without killing him or delivering him to the temples as Forbat had promised—and even weirder that he allowed him to recall every single detail of the terrible adventure.

	The bracelet! Gasping for air, he tried to touch it through the fabric; to his huge relief, he found it on his arm. A moment later, he remembered that he had no reason to feel relieved, considering that Ugo had seen his secrets. All his secrets.

	Of all the unhappy experiences he had lived lately, this was the hardest to swallow. The Antyrans seeded and cherished the memory of their most secret thoughts, hidden in the depths of their kyis—memories in whose absence the rites of the aromary art had no meaning. They were often compared with the platinum and iridium treasures of the ancient baitars thrown into the marshes at their deaths, seeding the filthy Gondarran swamps and turning them into the stuff of legends. And he had no secrets from the jure. For the first time, he felt naked, truly naked, exposed and at the mercy of the jure’s perverse curiosity…

	He swallowed his bitterness, trying to come up with a plan. No idea came into his kyi, no Guk aromas, nothing. The escape through the skylight wouldn’t be a surprise for Ugo. In fact, nothing he could do would be a surprise for the abomination. He got to his feet to leave the nest, noting in passing Urdun’s stiff body in the other nest, no doubt dead for some time. His legs were trembling, and he could barely walk, so he had to sit on the nest’s edge. How long did I stay connected?

	He badly needed a breath of air less stinky than that in the room. Gill decided to check the door to see whether it was unlocked. With a final dash, he reached the hidden door and opened it.

	It took him less than one tailbeat to understand the cruel reality waiting for him outside and to accept it fully, as it came. He wasn’t in his room in Ropolis. Or rather, he was, but the familiar view of the mining city didn’t greet him anymore… The door led to an almost vertical slope studded with jagged rocks resembling the ruins of huge, ancient temples. Further down, the detritus gave way to an abyss lost in the gray mist. Everywhere around, hideous slabs of rock raised their fangs among the fleshless funnels of the brown clouds. The world of darkness, Kaura!

	The room was on a mountainside carved by an apocalyptic deluge that spread its grotesque debris through the cracks and valleys around; seen from above, the rubble looked like parasitic dolmec eggs ready to multiply the stench of decomposition. I’m dead, he thought. Then he remembered what Sandara told him about the dead. Their metabolism was frozen, unable to make new connections. Am I another shadow in the realm of death, or did I reach here alive? He was pondering which possibility was more appealing when his gaze was drawn to something. He could see his reflection in a long, brown icicle hanging from a crack near the door—perhaps not exactly ice, as the surrounding temperature wouldn’t allow it. At first glance, he looked normal, save for his spine, which had a translucent creature stuck on it—a giant parasite. The parasite…sucks my kyi’s essence? An invisible creature… I think I saw it somewhere else… 

	Suddenly, he felt confused again, as if the gray fog of the deep valleys found shelter under his skull. Am I handsome with two spines or what? The other Antyrans have the same? Gill couldn’t remember for sure. He was so tired and dizzy… In the next moment, he forgot the problem and moved his eyes from the icicle, obeying Ugo’s conditioning.

	Far away, hidden in the morbid fog, he could see something—a large glacier. In the bizarre world sunk in the brown-gray atmosphere, the ice tongue had borrowed the same decomposed hues—which made it barely visible. Gill had no clue why he was staring at it or what was supposed to happen, but he knew he wouldn’t have to wait for long.

	Then, he heard some strange reverberations coming from a great distance, behind the peaks surrounding the glacial trough. Search sonars! Their pitched ringing echoed endlessly through the horrid valleys of the world of the damned. They were searching for them! The oasis of clarity that appeared in his thoughts allowed him to recognize the familiar presence of the Sigian, the god of the bracelet.

	His companions from the other rescue module hid their vessel in a large crevasse in the glacier’s tongue, priming the antimatter canister. After they finished, they spread out in the glacier grooves, prepared to detonate it near the enemies to allow the other shuttle to escape—hopefully unnoticed—from the planet. The Sigians on the glacier didn’t have much of a chance to escape, but each of them knew they weren’t allowed to get caught alive. Kirk’an didn’t tell them anything, convinced that it wasn’t necessary to do so, knowing all too well that everyone would do his duty to the bitter end.

	A laser salvo lit up the glacier. The deadly dance had begun! 

	Several gray light-assault shuttles were hunting the Sigian fighters, believing they had cornered them on the unstable ice. Their flashes shredded the brown mist, concentrating around the crevasses where the landing craft was hidden. 

	The pursuers reached the crevasse, their laser lenses digging shiny grooves and raising clouds of hot steam in their wake, when the powerful explosion of the antimatter canister briefly lit the world of shadows, lighting every little detail of its surface. Taking advantage that the sensors of the enemies were blinded by the electromagnetic pulse, the Sigian-Gill turned to run to the other vessel camouflaged nearby to escape from the planet. But a huge surprise awaited him: instead of the access hatch, he stumbled on the door leading to his prison room in Ropolis…

	After a brief moment of confusion, he understood that he had lived a piece of memory stored in the bracelet that he didn’t have time to see in Alala’s dome—a part of the Sigians’ odyssey on Antyra! Yet the sky wasn’t Antyran; it was the sinister mist from the realm of the dead. He was trapped in a mixed vision, an amalgam between Uralia and the memories of the Sigian god… which meant they were interacting. There was a link between them… How is that possible? The revelation cleared his kyi like a fog reductor: Ugo! Ugo not only stole his secrets, but he was playing with the bracelet, using his kyi as a bridge!

	His revolt didn’t last long, though, for in a few seconds, he forgot the problem, bewitched by the outside vista and by Ugo’s amnesic smog.

	The brown whirls began to squirm vigorously; the glacier disappeared, and he could see how the world of shadows was falling apart at the horizon. After all the torture he had been through, the prospect of dying actually felt better than that of rotting forever in a dead world. He was hopeful that when the decay reached him, everything would be over. His kyi, left without support, would burn like Beramis’s wall of fire…

	But then he realized that it wasn’t going to be that easy. The reality didn’t simply decompose; it folded in intricate patterns while the sinister screams of the vortex burst with even greater intensity. The purpose of the folds could only be one: to get inside his kyi!

	Neither his Guk training nor the bravery of the Sigians could prepare him for what was coming for him. Paralyzed by terror, he wondered what kind of abject entities were crawling in the folds and what they were going to do once they got inside his skull. In the next instant, he felt the shreds of reality hitting him with unimaginable power. He screamed in pain, his voice drowned in the noise of the storm.

	Gill closed his eyes tightly, deciding not to see the turmoil around him. Instead, he began to live fast flashes recorded by the bracelet, some known, others new. When he opened his eyes, he saw something incredible: wherever the shreds of reality were breaking off, others were growing in their place. It seemed, however, that the vortex was gaining ground due to its monstrous appetite, swallowing the world faster than it could regenerate. After some time, the reality almost wiped out, he sank in a sea of colors resembling the columns of the official air-jets, fast and noisy. This is how Uralia’s unseen face looks, the face-from-the-inside?

	A warm voice called him softly… Sandara’s voice?

	“Gill, you have to resist! The exit is close!”

	The pain in his head became unbearable; he felt he could no longer keep his thoughts from becoming one with the madness. Then, he fainted again.

	He woke up at the contact of his head spikes with a cold metal, and the feeling of sickness overran him instantly. I’m still alive! he realized, dismayed. After the disappointing thought, he remembered who he was. Gillabrian, echoed the familiar name in his alveoli. That’s my name. 

	The awful pain was coming from a nasty fog in his kyi, although it didn’t seem to be a simple mist. His tattered memory was littered with holes, as if he was lobotomized.

	After a while, his eyes cleared enough to notice a gray spot moving in front of him. 

	“Kaya naga te cuik?” the creature growled.

	He couldn’t be mistaken… he had heard the strange language before… the language of the gray gods!

	“Cuik, cuik,” Gill mocked him, convinced that it was another memory of the bracelet, dug out by Ugo’s curiosity. “Ugo, how long are you going to torture me?” he shouted. “Make him disappear!”

	“I don’t think anyone can make him disappear,” answered a hologram materialized in the room.

	He recognized Baila’s squeaky voice, and his spikes wrinkled at the mere possibility that it wasn’t a hallucination but the sinister reality. “The temples want you,” Forbat had told him. And now, Baila was there—with a god. The apparition had the effect of an electric shock, convincing him he wasn’t dreaming.

	He felt broken. Broken and betrayed by the whole Antyran world, by Colhan and the other ancient gods, for the first time truly convinced that his whole un-Antyran struggle was in vain. The bracelet! He desperately tried to look at it, but he was tied up tightly in a vertical device placed in a wall niche. A metallic wire mesh was fastened on his head.

	“My son, I have extraordinary news for you: the gods have returned!” exclaimed Baila, opening his arms in a ritual gesture. “The true gods are back, and this time, they will get what they waited a thousand years for!”

	Gill didn’t bother to say anything, beginning to realize where he was. A brown, moist room that appeared to be made of flesh, warped walls, curved to the inside toward the ceiling… one of the godly ships! There’s something on my head. A neural probe, maybe? he realized, frightened by the prospect. He remembered the terror of the Sigian god at the mere reference to the deadly device.

	“Looking for the bracelet?” Baila said, grinning. “It’s in a safe place, far from you. I don’t want to chase you like last time. Gill, Gill, you scared me good.” He shook his head disapprovingly. “I thought we lost you. I thought we lost the bracelet.”

	An uneven diaphragm door opened in a wall, and a stocky Antyran dressed in ritual red garb entered the room, pushing a floating table of alien origin, on which Gill could see the Sigian bracelet!

	Although the podgy character should have been on the front line, he was again in Baila’s favor because he was allowed to witness such an important event.

	“I finished scanning it, Your Greatness. It’s—”

	“Harut, I thought of something. You activate it.”

	“A-activate it?” the Antyran babbled. Obviously, the prospect of touching Arghail’s tool filled him with panic. 

	So that’s how it ends, thought Gill. He had one more battle ahead, to give them a bad code and convince them it was the right one. They were all going to die in the blast, and the prospect of dying didn’t scare him at all. Sigia would die today, on his terms. He had failed, but he didn’t betray them.

	“Yes, I want to see it working. I’m sure the rebels tortured the right codes off him, but I trust my own ways more,” Baila grinned with the smile of a predator. “If something unexpected happens, I’d rather have him in the scanner. You set it on five dhirmi?” he asked the gray god. 

	“Tak’k.”

	“It’d be such a pity if the field burns his puny nerves and spares him from my punishment. I don’t want any mistakes—you have to move fast!”

	“Tak’k,” the god said, nodding.

	Harut watched the Sigian artifact, hypnotized, unable to touch it.

	“Harut, finish the job before the junction with the transporter. You’ll take Gillabrian—if he’s still alive—and bring him to me. Lek will take the bracelet and go to Grammia to analyze it.”

	“Tak’k.”

	“Only Lek or Durta can touch it, remember! Don’t get too close if you want to live,” he told the gelatinous creature. “You know what the rebels told us! The bracelet self-destructs if the closest being is a ‘god,’” he said with a snort, loading the last word with all the tonalities of heavy ridicule. 

	The Grammian in the room made no sign that he noticed the irony. 

	“And hurry up! We don’t want to arouse the suspicion of our ‘guests’ at the system’s outskirts!”

	Grammia! That was the terrible name behind the gray world-killers, Gill realized. Although he had barely a few minutes to live, and the information was completely useless now, at least he wouldn’t die without knowing the name of Sigia’s murderers.

	Slowly, hesitating, Harut stretched his hand and took the bracelet off the table.

	“Harut!” shouted Baila. 

	“Yes, Your Greatness?” he muttered.

	“Come to your senses, will you?”

	Harut took a deep breath and, seemingly more confident, pulled the bracelet on his arm. Nothing bad happened… He dared to raise his eyes. 

	Gill had no doubts anymore: Baila was giving orders to the gods, like he had seen in Alala’s holotheater. Again, the unknown implications confounded him.

	Harut pressed the four symbols on the bracelet’s keypad. Gill was hoping to hear the liberating buzz, but it didn’t start.

	“Ugo, you monster,” Gill murmured, defeated. “Why did you do that?”

	“Ha-ha, they plucked your little secrets!” Baila exclaimed jovially, throwing away the mask of indifference he had worn until then, unable to hide the pleasure of having Gill tied up in the straps of a neural probe. “You should have accepted my offer,” he said in a fake sympathetic voice.

	“Never! One of us will get you sooner or later!”

	“Us? What ‘us’? You’re alone, Gill. And I’m sorry to say, but soon you’ll be gone, too.”

	Considering the effort Baila had put into branding him as the bearer of all the sins of their species, Gill could only imagine what humiliations were in store for him.

	“I’m not afraid of you! Do your worst!” Gill shouted defiantly.

	“My dearest son, no matter how much I enjoy your company, I don’t have time for chatter. Maybe later,” Baila exclaimed mockingly. “Harut, you can take the bracelet off now.”

	Suddenly, Harut fell on his knees, his hands pressing his temples, while large droplets of moisture oozed through his fingers.

	“Aaaaargh!” he groaned in pain.

	“Harut! What happened? Is it going to explode?” Baila asked, agitated, already regretting he had enjoyed his victory prematurely.

	Harut didn’t answer, rolling on the floor in agony.

	“Turn on the probe!” the prophet shouted to the alien. “Wait! Call the two Antyrans, and run from the room! If Harut dies and you get too close to the bracelet, it will explode!”

	The Grammian muttered something to the Corbelian sphere in front of him before scrambling out.

	Two Antyrans burst inside. One of them leaned over Harut and rolled him onto his back.

	“Is he breathing?” asked Baila.

	“Yes.”

	“Pordena, turn on the probe. It has a switch on the right. I’ll ask the questions!”

	The Antyran approached hurriedly toward Gill, but he didn’t make it to the switch. With jerky moves, Harut grabbed the laser lens from the belt of the Antyran leaned over him and fired a beam into his belly. Next, he turned on the initiate near the scanner and mowed him down from behind. The room filled with smoke and the acrid smell of burned flesh. Harut dropped the lens on the floor, staring wildly at his hands, unable to grasp what he just did. 

	“Harut!” shouted Baila. “What are you doing, you fool?”

	Without a word, Harut got slowly to his feet and walked, wobbling, to Gill like a broken machine. He gazed at his straps with the look of a mad Antyran and pressed his finger on the black plate nearby.

	Immediately, Gill felt the device releasing him. The head net eased its grip, and the straps holding his arms retracted inside the machine. Free at last! Freed by… the bracelet? He had noticed that the artifact augmented his senses and that he could move faster when it was activated, but he had no idea it could do such a thing—that the artifact had an intelligence able to make decisions of such complexity, to take over the kyis of the ones wearing it.

	Harut collapsed on his belly like a wonkc thrown ashore by a storm. He jerked his hand to grab the fallen weapon.

	“No, no, no, no, no!”

	A terrible battle was taking place inside his head. He slowly turned the lens on his own mug, hesitating.

	“Oh, no, Zhan, help!” he cried, and fired a beam at his head spikes, which started to smoke.

	The pain apparently galvanized his muscles; he threw the lens on the floor, leaped to his feet, and rushed to the diaphragm door like a fugitive fleeing from prison. With a loud bang, he hit the wall near the opening and fell on his tail. He got slowly to his disobeying feet, which promptly carried him back to the middle of the room, despite his desperate screams of protest.

	“Harut, Harut!” Baila yelled madly, although failing to get his attention. “Gill, what is happening?” the prophet turned toward him. “You must help him! I’m willing to forget everything between us and give you my forgiveness!”

	“I’m sorry, Your Greatness, but no matter how much I enjoy your company, I don’t have time for chatter. Maybe later,” replied Gill, grinning broadly.

	Harut raised the lens from the floor—his face decomposed by madness—and fired at the Corbelian sphere floating near the ceiling. Baila’s hologram disappeared in a sea of colorful sparks.

	“No, no, no, no, no!” A second salvo grazed Harut’s spikes. “Save me, Your Greatness,” he whined, failing to notice that his master had no way of hearing him. 

	With every passing moment, Harut was becoming weaker and weaker. Then, he saw Gill’s compassionate eyes.

	“Why is it doing this?” he moaned, looking at the bracelet.

	It was a fateful gesture; the armed hand won the invisible fight, and the next salvo landed in the middle of Harut’s forehead. He fell dead at Gill’s feet.

	The Grammians could appear at any moment. Gill hurried to pull the bracelet from Harut’s arm. He activated it in one breath, and the green distortion grid appeared instantly. He breathed easily, realizing that everything was all right.

	“Did you miss me?” a voice echoed in his head. It took him several long seconds to recognize it, not because it wasn’t familiar but because he didn’t want to accept that he had heard it for real. It was the voice of the abomination!

	Ugo’s avatar had moved inside the bracelet and found a way of controlling it! Ugo—not the Sigian artifact—forced Harut to kill the two initiates, then decorate his own skull with another hole!

	“Ugo! What are you doing in my bracelet?” he exclaimed, horrified, realizing that the avatar had an open path to his kyi and could parasitize him as he wished.

	“Let your ganglions be in my control. Don’t fight like that fool.” He obviously referred to Harut, who was still smoldering on the floor. “I don’t have time for explanations if you want to get rid of the Grammians.”

	Sighing heavily, Gill realized the obnoxious monster was right. If they could get rid of the aliens, he would have more than enough time to learn how the jure got into the bracelet and what he wanted from him—in other words, the conditions of his slavery to the new god. Because he had to admit it: even without expansion, Ugo had managed to morph into one…

	His body began to move involuntarily. A hand rose into the air, fell back, then the other, and then the feet moved. Some control movements—they were becoming faster, more and more alien to his own will, which had taken refuge in a pit of darkness in a corner of his kyi, from where it was watching, abashed, how the abomination was using the body of which, until then, it thought it was the master.

	“Fine, it works now. Are you ready?”

	“Go ahead,” Gill said with a nod, resigned to his fate. For how many times he had abandoned himself in the claws of madness in the last few days?

	“All right! Here we go!”

	Gill started to run, Ugo controlling all his moves. In one leap, he grabbed the laser lenses of the dead Antyrans, one in each hand, and jumped through the diaphragm door. It was like watching a holoflux compressed to an insane frequency. Gill felt his head cracking because Ugo was moving much faster than his connections could have made it themselves. 

	He saw the green rectangles pulling the surrounding space with prodigious speed. The continuum divided by the grid lost its discrete attributes, turning into water in front of his amazed eyes—a whirling river whose currents were flowing on the paths channeled by Ugo’s whims.

	Then came the blinding laser flashes, followed by the heavy stench of the burned bodies falling to the floor. He was slipping so quickly through the rooms that the Grammian gods and their Antyran allies had no time to see what was killing them. The unforgiving salvos were hitting them from unexpected directions—the ceiling, the floor—seemingly fired from several places at once. Nothing had prepared them to face such an enemy! In less than a minute, no one but Ugo-Gill was alive on the ship.

	 


CHAPTER 13.

	“What god? You see another god besides me? Perhaps the nifle’s playing tricks on you?”

	As soon as he uttered the last blasphemy, the heavenly fire consumed the blasphemer. Raman the Cruel, the awakener of the gods, wasted away in smoke and ashes. But all knew that Zhan’s punishment had barely begun.

	The Book of Creation Inrumiral 2.6: “Zhan’s second awakening: the wrath of fire.”

	***

	The fires had faded away some time ago, and the smoke blown in the four corners of the plains seemed to have never tainted the clear air of the capital. However, when viewed up close, the Shindam’s Towers—the ones fortunate enough not to collapse altogether—bore the hideous scars of the indiscriminate pillage and burning they were subjected to. 

	The outskirts were desolate and empty, suffocated in dirt and piles of putrid vegetal litter, yet Alixxor gradually regained its place as the city of gods. Millions of tarjis were roaming on the grass around the three central pyramids. Many had moved into traditional domes made from moulan skins and bones, unused since nomadic times. They tethered their moulans, painted in ritual colors, near the entrance, feeling that living in this way might mysteriously connect them to Zhan’s aroma and to the one of the forty initiates tortured to death on the stairs of Beramis’s pyramid, at the end of the Kids’ War. Here and there, massive hot-air blowers were set to heat the air on the path of the temple officials and chase away the morning frost, now that the firewall no longer protected them.

	Thousands of flags and fragrance bowls surrounded the great pyramids. The bustle around them was in complete dissonance with the dead residential areas around the center. Something had set them in motion to the central square of the city.

	“My sons!” shouted Baila from the top platform of Zhan’s pyramid. “Finally, the time has come,” he exclaimed, and he raised his arms, holding the ritual murra staffs, over his head. He turned his awed face to the purple sky.

	The coldness made the atmosphere’s color more intense. It was obvious that the purple smog would thicken that year much earlier than usual.

	“Come back, Zhan-of-Light, to your sons lost in the night!”

	“What? Again?” a mischievous character might have asked, rightly remembering that not long ago, a similar invocation had happened on the western plains… which ended rather abruptly when the prophet abandoned his tarjis to the strange gods in the floating mud vats. Still, in the wretched times that followed, no Antyran felt the insatiable urge to make naughty comments. Antyra’s worlds had been hit by a string of calamities, which convinced the majority of the Antyrans they were living the prophesied end of the world. The cold began to show its fangs; a premature winter threatened whatever crops remained, and most of the fateful Antyrans relocated to warmer areas, driving the sinners out of their cozy nests. The world’s centralized planning had gone down in flames while the temples armed millions of tarjis and initiates with the weapons captured from the Shindam.

	What could possibly be worse than that?

	“Accept his light inside your kyis! Zhan is great!” the prophet said, continuing his incantation.

	Long ovations followed his request. The tarjis gathered tightly around the pyramids to hear his words, while the temple officials stood perched on stands placed on the branches of the sacred trees, like some strange fruits scattered in the canopy.

	“Sons of the father, show yourselves to our thirsty eyes,” shouted Baila, dangling his sticks above his head.

	A tidal wave crossed the crowd, flinging them to the dirt, spikes first. Above their heads, two gray ships of impressive size appeared in the purple sky, throwing long shadows on the magneto-avenues underneath. Gill would have easily recognized them as the enemies of Sigia, the Grammians, if he had been there.

	They were floating lower than the tips of the tallest towers in the northwest of the city, so they had to maneuver carefully to avoid an accident. Their distortion field stretched the space around like a giant lens. The buildings superimposed by it became magnified to the point where even the tiny folds of their glass walls were visible in great detail.

	From the ground level, the ships appeared surrounded by a strange mist, as if they were seen through heated air. Glanced from sideways, the distortion was easy to locate around the four engines in the back. Also, a smaller deformation whirled around their bow, where they had a number of small spheres dotted with shiny iridescences.

	The tarjis and initiates remained on their knees, their heads bowed in the dust. None dared to raise their puny eyes to glance at the godly presence, the shadow of their vehicles stretched over the park being enough to fill them with awe. The ships were too big to land on Alixxor, especially around the pyramids surrounded by Zhan’s trees.

	They stopped above Baila’s platform.

	“My path is your path,” Baila recited from the Book of Creation Inrumiral, “and my judgment is nigh. My sons! As it was foretold, I return among you!”

	Slowly, Baila’s platform rose into the air.

	“Look at us and rejoice,” he exclaimed, “for the New Sacred Book will be revealed!”

	Amid the murmurs of the astounded tarjis, who on his invitation dared to raise their eyes from the dirt, the platform carrying the prophet disappeared into the belly of a spaceship. Immediately, the two Grammian vessels climbed in the sky. The delirious tarjis burst into thunderous cheers, escorting their flight to the orbit. Baila had ascended to the gods to plead their cause!

	***

	Omal 13 raised one of his arms to better support the weight of his hams on the edge of the mud pool in which he dabbled. A floating device suspended above his head sank its tentacles in the middle of the pool, then gently retracted them, spreading the hot mud on his back amid the delighted grunts of the ambassador.

	“Blue light,” he mumbled to the reddish iridescences of the ceiling, which changed as he requested.

	The red color had started to annoy him, although the Rigulians used it to increase their vitality—it reminded them of Garima’s rising—the red dwarf star heralding the end of hibernation. But now the red ceiling was clouding his mind by constantly reminding him that he didn’t hibernate for so long. With a long sigh, he waved the tentacled device to disappear, and the floating vat, submerged in the hot mud in which he was resting, rose out of the pool. Another floating sphere, a tad larger than the Corbelian ones, came by and sprayed a viscous liquid on his skin until it washed away all the mud stains. Thus prepared, he floated into another room.

	“No time to entangle,” he told the Corbelian sphere nearby as if he had to justify to it. “Anyway, Sirtam won’t say anything new. Start a transmission to Lacrilia,” he ordered.

	Immediately, the sphere began to flicker in red hues.

	“Sirtam 4, the Grammians made contact with Antyra,” Omal 13 said, jumping into the subject. He was again wearing the rigid official mask. “I would like to tell you more about this, but unfortunately, I don’t know much, either. I’m stuck at the system’s outskirts, and the native holofluxes are dead. I’m curious what excuse Baila will use now to keep me here. My feeling is that they want to keep me out of the talks.”

	Despite the official posture, someone knowing him better would have noticed the trace of disappointment in his voice. Sirtam wouldn’t have any trouble to spill in his mud the natives’ aversion for them, using the logic of the protocol that Omal 13 already violated several times. He’d end up parked in some remote corner of the Federation for the next two or three hundred years, until they forgave his failure. Surely Bantara 21 wouldn’t rejoice at the news when she woke up. She would have to decide whether she would follow him in exile or search for another bond.

	He cleared his throat and continued.

	“The Grammians promised me a visit in a few days. I told them about the sarken probes and that we’d soon find the distorter’s position. I need your instructions if the Antyrans won’t give the artifact peacefully. As you know, I recommend the invisible kralls. Make sure you have a full team, just in case. End of transmission.”

	***

	“Ha-ha, I’m a genius, right?” Ugo laughed in Gill’s head. “Aren’t you happy I saved your tail from the Grammians?”

	“Maybe I didn’t forget you handed me over to them,” he barked. “What are you doing in my bracelet?”

	“Ho-ho, we have a problem with that,” the monster said with a satisfied giggle.

	“I don’t see why I should be happy in your presence. I wouldn’t honor you with the palm ritual even if you’d were the last Antyran alive in the whole universe! Oh, please excuse me—I forgot you’re already dead! The most despicable dead I’ve ever met!”

	“And you’ve seen nothing yet,” replied Ugo in a threatening voice. “Who do you think you are to remind me of the palm ritual? You forgot you blocked my expansion? I should have killed you for that. You’ve no idea how much harm you caused. All my plans—gone on the winds of the vardannes!”

	“No one but you truly wanted the expansion. You saw what the parhontes chose when they had an option. The abomination—”

	“Shut up! You have no idea what you’re talking about!” the jure shouted, angered, the impact of his words hitting him like a tarcan projectile. “A singularity is no abomination—only a primitive like you could believe that. The singularity would have changed the world! I might have ended wars, famines, and coldness. Nobody would have had to work ever again. I could have offered Uralia for all the Antyrans, in this reality!”

	It’s going to be a long day, Gill thought. Was Ugo-of-the-bracelet still able to sip his most hidden thoughts? He saw no point to asking the jure about it because he had no intention of believing him.

	“You didn’t answer my question,” Gill continued coldly. “What are you doing in the bracelet?”

	“Since Ropolis was supposed to be destroyed, with you handed to the temples, we decided to delay your transfer a bit, to save what we could of Uralia. So we kept you in Kaura for five days.”

	“I spent five days in a coma?” Gill exclaimed, stupefied. No wonder he was feeling so weak!

	“Five days for you, seven hundred years for me. I used all our resources to discover the secrets of the bracelet.”

	Ugo’s tone had the simplicity of a trivial feat, but beyond his words hid the enormity of seven hundred years. Of course he did it—Sandara told him that Ugo was the god of time. The parhontes gave him the codes of the virtual world, so he had accelerated centuries at his disposal to make the jump to the Sigian technology, aided by the collective intelligence of the artificial creatures… the dream inside a dream. He remembered the brown glacier, the entangled worlds. I was a tool. He tried in vain to imagine what the jump must have meant and how the architect was changed by the new reality, the new knowledge learned. However, it looked like seven hundred years was not enough to heal his madness.

	“Your bracelet—or, dare I say, ours—is truly fascinating!” said Ugo. “I never imagined there’s something so complex in the whole universe.” 

	“Take your dreams off the bracelet,” Gill snapped. “Otherwise, I’ll disconnect it right now, and you’ll have to talk alone.”

	“Just try it,” the abomination exploded. “Think you’ll succeed? You’re going to disconnect when I let you and not a moment earlier,” he said menacingly.

	Despite the burning desire to fight him, Gill felt compelled to believe him this time—he had seen the little demonstration with the initiate, ruthlessly efficient even without the intimate knowledge of his synapses. He parasitized me for seven hundred years! the thought kept ringing in his kyi like an echo, and Gill couldn’t restrain a shiver of awe.

	“You’ll be happy to know that I used your connections as a bridge to copy Uralia into the bracelet’s memory,” continued Ugo haughtily. “Most of your neurons survived the process—”

	“What?” Gill exclaimed. “How could you copy—”

	“Molecular memory. Huge capacity! I saved all the important stuff. I had to erase the previous memories, though.”

	Gill felt the floor splitting under his feet.

	“How… you erased… what did you erase? Ugo, did you erase the Sigian’s memory?” he exploded, feeling an uncontrollable urge to physically crush the abomination’s skull. The Sigian destroyer was lost forever!

	“The important things are in my head,” the jure said with a mischievous joy in his voice, hinting that he had seen the rest of the memory. Any plan Gill might undertake in the future had to include the jure…

	The bitterness of his rage was pushing him to blow up his bracelet for the simple pleasure of knowing Ugo was dead for good, along with his hallucinatory virtual world. But beyond the skin of anger, Gill thought he sensed something: Ugo annoys me on purpose! The tone of his voice, the lack of the slightest trace of empathy, wasn’t coming from the degeneration of Ugo’s kyi like it seemed at first smell. They were meant to push him to lose his cool and act impulsively. He would give Ugo a good excuse to torture him, as he did to Baila’s initiate, to break his will and show him that the jure controlled his every muscle!

	The path of violence was the most efficient conditioning since time immemorial, the fastest path to malform a kyi. The Gondarran assassins didn’t get their reputation as “tail smashers” for nothing! It surprised him somewhat that Ugo didn’t just torture him without pretense, which could only mean that the avatar wasn’t all that unscrupulous, despite his mad essence. Even a dead being like him was still following the causality of reasons, Gill realized, amazed, and he memorized the idea in a corner of his kyi to think of it at a better time.

	He could feign he was still angry and step on the path of torture laid by Ugo. That would allow him to pretend to be crushed, to allay the monster’s vigilance before hitting him at the right moment. But he realized that Ugo must have discovered the secrets of the Guk canons in his kyi, the harmonics of the pathseeker… Maybe in seven hundred years he had enough time to learn a thing or two if he was interested. 

	Until now, he couldn’t smell any residual traces of Guk control in the abomination’s voice, but he had to be careful: the jure proved full of surprises even before knowing his ganglions. Ugo would torture him gladly and smell the precise limit of his taming. Then he’d most likely torture him again and again with great ardor, until he broke him for real. Gill had no more chance of deceiving the jure on the path of a brutal reality than in the one where he already was. Therefore, he decided to decline the demonstration of violence so kindly offered. 

	In the calmest voice possible, he asked, “You mean the virtual world works in the bracelet? May I connect to Uralia?”

	“You’re clueless with these things, which doesn’t surprise me at all,” Ugo replied, as arrogant as usual, but he didn’t use his voice inflections to provoke him—a sign that he accepted the truce for now. “I can barely exist myself. Uralia’s code is where the bracelet keeps the video-somatic records. For the time being, we won’t memorize anything,” he added mockingly.

	He dropped on the floor, his back against the wall, and grabbed his head spikes in disbelief. Ugo was mad, but he found a way to save Uralia. From far away, a thought began to take shape: Uralia was a world just like Sigia, destroyed by the same Grammian hysteria. And just like Sigia, it found refuge in his bracelet. He no longer had a world to save, but two. No matter how much he hated Ugo for what he had done, he understood him. That’s my problem, he thought. I understand everyone. I even understand Baila. The transfer was the masterpiece of a very smart Antyran. A mad, unscrupulous genius—and on top of that, dead. Hmm, speaking of dead…

	“Ugo, what’s with the dead avatars? Are they also—”

	“Saved? Yes, on Kaura.”

	“Sandara…”

	“She’ll be the first one I delete after I rebuild Uralia.” He laughed cynically.

	Suddenly feeling sick, Gill got to his feet, deciding to end the discussion.

	“How is this ship driven?” he asked, more to himself, convinced that Ugo, familiarized with the Sigian technology, wouldn’t have a problem using the alien devices. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have mowed down the whole crew.

	He was in a large oval room, no doubt the ship’s bridge. The walls, curved on the inside, had three bends up to the ceiling, looking like a set of increasingly smaller tori piled one on top of the other. Gill had to admit that they didn’t look that bad, being made of a strange organic material of brown color, shining as if it was wet. It had thousands and thousands of bumps of all sizes, and one of the walls was in fact a display where he could see the stars. The artificial gravity, quite similar to that on Antyra I, radiated directly from the floor, allowing him to stay upright easily.

	Only then did he realize the large number of Grammian bodies around, mostly of the muscular version, identical to one another. Ugo had outdone himself with the massacre.

	The ship didn’t appear to be a large class, certainly not a destroyer like the ones seen in the memory of the Sigian god, yet the aliens were surprisingly many for such a small place. He wondered how they managed to rest.

	In one of the walls, he saw a series of niches arranged in bundles and closed by transparent lids. He realized with a glance that they were the nests where the Grammians slept. The austerity, taken to such extremes, said much about their society. A world able to force its troops to sleep in such awkward pipes for months and months at a time most likely didn’t care about their lives. He imagined a colony of licants willing to sacrifice to the last for the common good, for their acronte. Hmm, good question—who’s your acronte?

	Two neural probes similar to the one in which he had been immobilized were mounted in wall niches, right next to the nests. He wasn’t at all curious why the Grammians needed so many probes on their ships.

	Apart from the probes, other devices whose usage he couldn’t even guess also hung on the walls. The strangest was a kind of cabinet with four bumps connected obliquely to its sides—a pile of smaller and smaller folders, on top of which lay a flat display. It might have been a futuristic printing device—much more advanced than the rudimentary printers built by the Antyrans. The Shindam forbade them, fearing that the architects could easily convert them to print cloned organs. Most likely, such devices were used heavily in the cloning clinics hidden in the lowest levels of the mining city. 

	The interesting thing was that all the instructions on the Grammian machines were bilingual, in the strange Grammian symbols as well as in Antyran! After all, the ship had hosted several Antyran initiates before Ugo squeezed the life out of their kyis—no wonder the gods took the caution to translate the buttons. Maybe they even trained the Antyrans to drive their ship!

	In the end, he realized why the Grammian architecture disturbed him so much. It wasn’t the weird material used to build the walls… The problem was that the ship’s interior looked pretty much identical to the one glimpsed in the alien hologram that Baila had shown him. In 652 years, the Grammians hadn’t changed anything? He found that hard to believe. Maybe… maybe it was only a matter of design—maybe the ship’s functions were improved. However, the appearance was the easiest to change, and such rigidity seemed unthinkable to him. It was as if the Antyrans would still field orzacs and moulan slingers in their armies like they did during the Kids’ War. Of course, he knew nothing about the Grammians and their technology, but as an archivist, he had a good understanding of the evolution of a civilization. Again, he felt a cold shiver at the feeling that beyond what he or the Sigians or anyone else was thinking about the Grammians, something much darker was lurking in the shadows…

	Right in the room’s center, three rows of cockpits faced the display wall; over half of them were occupied by dead Grammians. The cockpits were fitted directly into the floor, their occupants fastened in a rigid rubber seal that left only their arms to hang outside. The creatures were working on their displays when Ugo attacked them. Death came so quickly that not even a bit of surprise could be read in their frozen eyes.

	In front of the cockpits on the right side was a large, thin table floating two feet from the floor. Three silver, metal-like costumes stood around it, their visors wide open. In each of them was a Grammian shot in the face, but strangely enough, they still stayed upright, only with their heads bent sideways or forward. Then Gill saw the fourth Grammian. His face could be seen—as much as the visor allowed—yet his body was invisible. Touching the air, he discovered that it must have been a mimetic costume like those of the other three, with the camouflage on. 

	No doubt the strange equipment was used not only for invisibility but as an exoskeleton to augment the movements of its wearer. Luckily, the visor of the Grammian was open—otherwise, Ugo might have missed him. 

	The Antyran researchers never managed to build cloaking suits—they could only cloak the Shindam’s chameleons, albeit not from up close and not for all wavelengths. 

	The Grammians undoubtedly enjoyed an advanced cloaking technology, yet their entire technological prowess was no match for the Sigian bracelet driven by the avatar of a dead Antyran. Gill pushed the invisible suit, but he couldn’t budge it from the spot. It was firmly anchored to the floor.

	The dark green, polished surface of the floating table felt like water when he touched it, with small waves forming under his thumbs. Bright dots appeared on it, creating a 3D map of the sky. A galactic map! Here, too, the texts were translated into Antyran.

	Suddenly, the green distortion grid disappeared for the first time since it had turned on in Alala’s dome. Another star map started to scroll inside his eyes, the names being written in unknown symbols—most likely Sigian, as they resembled the ones on the bracelet. The scrolling froze when the image on the table overlapped with the one in his eyes.

	“Ugo, I have to reach the Federals. They’re somewhere at the outskirts. How do I get there?”

	“We’re going to Mapu.”

	Obviously, the abomination intended to find the destroyer hidden on the primitive planet, but Gill’s plan was a bit different. He had to meet the Six Stars and tell them about Sigia, about Antyra’s civil war, about the Grammian gods who hid Antyra in a distortion some 1,250 years ago.

	“We’re not going to Mapu. Only the Federals can help us!”

	“Don’t make me force you!”

	“Ugo! If you dream that I’m going to let you—”

	“Let me? Remember, I’m in your head! At your slightest foolishness, I’m taking over.”

	“And for how long can you control me?” Gill exclaimed, feeling again pinched to fight him.

	“If I were you, I wouldn’t try to find out. We shouldn’t go anywhere near the Federals.”

	“Why not?”

	“You don’t know their relationship with the Grammians. Don’t forget, they came to meet the Sigians in Antyra’s orbit.”

	“But they didn’t meet.”

	“Don’t be so sure. The Grammians closed Antyra in a space distortion to trap the Sigians and hide our world. Then, as the Six Stars reached the meeting place, the Grammian ships made contact with the Federals…”

	“Did you see that in the bracelet’s memory?”

	“Grammia’s fleet was already in Antyra’s sector before the arrival of the Federals. I believe, in fact, I’m pretty sure, that the Grammians pretended to be the Sigian envoys to hide their crime. Don’t forget that the Sigians didn’t tell the Rigulians much about them. It wouldn’t be unthinkable…”

	“You’re saying that Grammia is allied with the Six Stars?” he asked incredulously.

	“Do you see any other explanation? If the Grammians had attacked the Federals, too, they had enough time—more than a thousand years—to sort it out. It doesn’t matter what happened, but you risk landing in the jaws of a guval.”

	Gill doubted that the recent arrival of the Grammian ships in the Antyran system was missed by the Rigulian fleet at the outskirts. Therefore, it was logical that the two worlds knew each other. After all, either Ugo was right that the Grammians made the contact instead of the Sigians or it happened otherwise—the point was that they had more than a thousand years to meet.

	But his Guk training allowed him to smell the weakness in Ugo’s reasoning… The jure ignored what the Grammians hid from the Federals! When Gill had woken up in the Grammian neural probe, Baila had said that he was keeping the “visitors” on Antyra’s outskirts—the guests undoubtedly being the Federal messengers. And when the envoys from the Six Stars landed in the western Alixxoran fields, they revealed their astonishment at Antyra’s sudden appearance. They asked why the Antyrans had remained hidden for such a long time… and Baila’s answer was to run away like a coward. He ran from the meeting because he had expected someone else: the Grammian gods! Yes, the Grammians were hiding things from the Six Stars—the biggest secret being that they had closed Antyra behind a firewall some 1,250 years ago! That was why it was vital to reach the Rigulian Federals and divulge the betrayal of their so-called allies!

	“We’re going to the Federals,” Gill said, trying again. “You heard what Baila said—that he keeps them at the outskirts. They’re not exactly Grammia’s allies. I’ll take the risk. The Six Stars know nothing about Sigia, and we have to tell them—”

	“You may assume whatever you want; I will not. We’re going to Mapu.”

	Ugo was Ropolis’s jure, their most skillful strategist—therefore, he should understand better than anyone that Grammia was deceiving the Federals. Then why did he ignore it? He had, of course, another reason to avoid the aliens: the abomination!

	“You’re scared. You’re afraid they’ll discover your nature. No alien would accept the existence of a—”

	“The little star on the right. Touch it.”

	Seeing that Gill made no move, Ugo said, “All right, I’ll do it myself.”

	Against Gill’s will, his hand pressed the little star. Immediately, the display wall focused on it, and the ship turned to move to the new course. Gill’s hand kept touching the table, chasing the strange symbols that ran on it. Although the signs alternated quickly, it was clear that they accelerated. Mapu’s little star was now shining right in the middle of the huge display wall.

	 


CHAPTER 14.

	“The spiky coldness is my nest! Woe to them, lovers of warmth!” Pixihe’s second threat to the Gondarran envoys; an apocryphal fragment from the “Mysteries of the Ussybayales,” carved in a pink granite slab, excavated by Tadeoibiisi from the ruins of a vitrified city whose name had been lost in the mist of time.

	***

	The hologuided magneto-tractors finished harvesting the last parcels of the acajaa crop on a small farm located at Antyra’s equator, under the worried eyes of the farmer who was watching them from a nearby mound. A cold mist creeping over the fields had forced Colva to wear an electrically heated tunic. Even in his greatest nightmares, he never thought to live such a day… but lo, the end of times had arrived!

	Colva wasn’t the type of farmer who was loyal to the temples. The majority of them had migrated to Antyra II to colonize the fertile soil around the ocean crater as soon as the Antyrans built their first fusion spaceships. In time, they turned the planet into “Zhan’s farm of kyis”—their capital, Palidon, blessed by the prophet to host the violet triangle. 

	On Antyra I, the farmers left behind didn’t prove so fanatical like their brethren in the skies, but the disappearance of the firewall “miraculously” helped many of them to find the lost flame of faith. 

	Colva’s biggest problem was that the temples kept alarmingly accurate and detailed records about most of the mortals. He wasn’t one of the tarjis, and he had to pay for that.

	He looked hatefully at the two initiates guarding his tractors from the roadside. Their orders were to collect the harvest. All of it. His family wasn’t entitled to a single stem of acajaa, nothing to feed them in the next months.

	Before lunch, his female called him at the holophone to show him Baila’s new edict to confiscate the children.

	“It’s going to be all right,” he whispered, holding her in his arms. “You’ll see; we’re going to make it somehow.” 

	But not even he believed what he said. They were living in awful times.

	Everywhere on the continent, from one ocean shore to the other, the same scene was happening in the farms on the temples’ lists. The agents were taking care that all crops were harvested and handed over before the cold ruined them.

	***

	“How many ships do we have around Antyra I?” Baila asked a hologram of a thin Grammian, whose jelly nodules were trembling all over his body—visibly nervous to be addressed by the prophet.

	Baila wasn’t on a gray ship, as the Antyrans believed. He was sitting, relaxed, on the throne in his secret underground lair. Lots of Grammians in the jelly version were swarming around him, setting strange devices and digging new galleries in the complex.

	“Eight, but two are ready to fly to Ropolis,” the Grammian mumbled hastily.

	“Let them all fly to the outskirts—and fast!”

	“It will be done, Your Greatness. Any particular destination?”

	“Surround the ships of the… Federals. Keep the distance, don’t let them suspect your intentions,” he ordered aloud. “Abrian will surely try to contact them. You have to stop him by all means!”

	The Grammian god lowered his eyes, the jelly nodules of his cheeks swelling even larger, ready to burst. In the end, he managed to master his internal turmoil enough to be able to splutter, “They… they’re going to ask what we are we doing there.”

	“Tell them I sent you to the outskirts, too.”

	“Greatest Baila,” the Grammian dared to respond, “this will make the Federals believe we failed the negotiations with Antyra. They’ll call the kralls or the shadows of the Sernak…”

	“Yes, you’re right,” muttered the prophet. “Tell the Federals you will pay them a visit to share your progress here. It’s a good excuse. And when you board Abrian’s ship, try to use subtlety.”

	“Even if he fights back?”

	“I very much doubt he knows how to use the ship’s weapons, although I don’t understand how he learned to drive it—curse his tail! I want him alive! And the Federals shouldn’t suspect anything!”

	“What if he doesn’t show up?”

	“He’ll appear, all right; don’t worry. Where else can he go? If Abrian reaches the Federals in the next few days, we’re in trouble. I don’t want to rush things.”

	“Two ships are on their way,” said the Grammian after a few moments. “We are already scanning the outskirts.”

	“Very good! We need five days to mobilize our sons. After that, the Federals won’t matter anymore. Finally, we’re going to put diplomacy aside,” he said with a grin, delighted by the prospect.

	“We’ll do as you wish, Your Greatness!”

	“Make sure to give me five days, all right?”

	Without a word, the Grammian fell to the ground, his head resting on his right foot, covered by the flaccid skins of his arms.

	***

	Gill made another exhausting effort to push the last body through the airlock pointed out by Ugo, then sealed the opening by pressing the moist bump in the wall. With a loud whistle, the bodies were sucked in by the hungry space.

	Although it was difficult to drag the huge number of bodies throughout the ship, he squeezed his spikes and worked stubbornly without complaining or asking for breaks; he had no shadow of intent to “enjoy” the company of the thoroughly dead shells, as he now felt was appropriate to call them. They were the first dead he produced since he learned about Kaura, and the rift opened by the secret of immortality forced him to accept the possibility of segregation-by-death, to think like a Ropolitan. What a waste to die unarchived like this, he thought, wasted like scores of generations before them, ancestors who had no clue what they were living for and why they were dying.

	He felt more relieved now that he had gotten rid of them and didn’t have to glimpse their frozen expressions. Of course, he would have felt even better to throw Ugo out, too, if he could only find a way.

	For the moment, he had to avoid the monster, to conceal his intentions as best as he could, in the hope that the abomination wasn’t reading his thoughts. He knew that the end was near; when they reached the Sigian destroyer, the waters of reality would trickle on another channel. A shapeless way for now, for it made no sense to estimate the keeper’s path by calling the Guk routine-aroma harmonics—not with an entity as unpredictable and corrupt as the jure’s avatar. After all, a seven-hundred-year technological abyss had opened between them, crushing even his faintest hope of estimating Ugo’s purposes. Gill could only smell that the jure had no intention of parasitizing him forever. Would he force him to commit suicide, like he did with the stocky Antyran?

	And yet, he was meant to learn Ugo’s plans faster than he expected. Despite all the disgust caused by the jure’s hideousness, he made the mistake of trying to talk with him, hoping to understand why the Sigian-of-the-bracelet didn’t manage to win Ugo to his side.

	“Ugo, I’d like to ask you something.”

	“Go ahead,” Ugo mumbled grumpily, with the tone of someone forced to abandon some very important stuff to listen to Gill’s gibberish.

	“You lived the Sigian’s memories. You saw how the Grammians destroyed Ariga’s beautiful cities, how they bombed Sigia. Don’t you think we should save their world? Only the Federals can help us,” he said, trying to persuade him. “I could—”

	“You just don’t get it, do you?” the avatar answered in a glacial voice. “After the expansion, Sigia will become irrelevant. Gill, if you help me, I’ll make you an offer. I’ll give you the chance to become the first one assimilated in the singularity!”

	“So… you didn’t abandon your plan to expand?” he exclaimed, stupefied by the disclosure. And he told it so easily, which could only mean that the abomination intended to kill him as soon as his services wouldn’t be needed anymore. “You want to betray the parhontes? You’re mad if you think—”

	“Aaaargh!” the abomination shouted. “Don’t you dare to call me mad,” he yelled with the intensity of Belamia’s storm. “Ever!”

	The atrocious pain knocked him to the floor. He felt his head squeezed in a grip of fire—each of his neurons thoroughly tortured in unexpected ways.

	“If you kill me, nobody’s going to get you to Mapu,” he managed to mutter as soon as he recovered from Ugo’s deadly squeeze.

	“I don’t care! I’ll turn you into dust,” he hissed, trembling in rage.

	The jure squeezed him a bit more, to make sure Gill got the message.

	“Don’t you understand?” Ugo told him. “When I woke up from Kaura’s sleep, I had a revelation: I’ll be Zhan’s new incarnation. When the parhontes gave me the codes of the world, they knew that the final decision would be mine. What they were hoping for, what plans they had for my tail, all became irrelevant when they set me free. And they killed themselves!” He laughed, suddenly amused.

	It appeared that the abomination then calmed down; the mental claws withdrew from Gill’s ganglions.

	“Don’t provoke me,” he said in a threatening voice. “I can hold you in my grip till we get there.”

	“Don’t count on it,” Gill replied, boiling in anger.

	He began to realize, horrified, who was worse between Ugo and Baila. For different reasons, both wanted to get to the destroyer, but after Ugo moved Uralia and himself to the ship’s memory, he would have plenty of time to expand—especially now that he had the access codes of the virtual world. And with the resources of the Sigian vessel, he’d be able to do it much faster than in Ropolis. Gill had to admit that stopping the abomination was more important than his life, more important than even the rebirth of the Sigians…

	After this incident, Ugo became even colder and more secluded, if that was possible. It seemed he could no longer control his impatience, and any attempt to start a discussion—no matter how harmless—distracted him from his thoughts, doing nothing but to further annoy him. In the end, Gill gave up trying.

	Mapu was approaching fast. Several days had passed since they started to fly in the deep night, and in the meantime, Gill had the chance to try one of the devices on the bridge—helped, of course, by the nasty jure. They were indeed printers; after selecting an item on the display, the device delivered the desired object in one of its drawers. This time, the Grammian technology managed to impress him with the hundreds of trinkets listed in the virtual catalogue. He had no clue about their usage or how to recharge the device, but one of them was a drawing of an orange mush in a tray, so he ordered it without delay. Very soon he had to concede that the taste was utterly disgusting—pretty much like eating hot sand. Yet the food was remotely edible, and he survived his first contact with the Grammian cuisine.

	Gill made his nest in a corner of the bridge; he pulled the fluff from several pods in the walls, undoubtedly the resting abodes of the Antyran “guests” on the ship. It didn’t even cross his spikes to crawl inside and nap in the narrow tubes; the Grammians had a total lack of decency to sleep in such conditions! The more he understood them, the more he disliked their kind. They resembled the world that Baila wanted to turn Antyra into: a dull, sorrowful, guilty existence where the individuals ended up crushed and turned into simple cogs of a giant, odorless machine. They only needed a generation. A single generation of younglings raised in the temples, following the prophet’s canons, as they had tried before the Kids’ War.

	For a while, Ugo ordered him to use various displays in the cockpits, until he gave up. The jure didn’t tell him what he was looking for, but Gill figured out in the end that the abomination was searching for a way to access the ship’s logic neurons. As it seemed, in terms of artificial intelligence, the Grammian technology was either extremely rudimentary or hidden in unreachable places.

	“Analog circuits,” Ugo concluded, spiteful. “These creatures are awful,” he exploded before abandoning the search.

	One morning, as he glanced at the display wall on the bridge, he saw the white-yellow star of Mapu glowing brighter than on the previous evening. It was no longer just a little star lost in the frigid darkness of space but a real ball of fire! And with all the pressure of the hideous dead hanging on his ganglions and the looming end of their forcible fellowship, he felt a wave of joy to be part of such a historic event, to be the first Antyran to reach the strange realm of another form of intelligent life! 

	A realm that—he was pretty sure—would turn out to be nothing less than the craziest lands conceived in the dreams of the ancient aromaries intoxicated by the nifle’s chimeras!

	Somewhere to the left, he spotted a gray planet draped in a slight greenish tint and traversed by wide, brown stripes.

	“Ugo, we’ve arrived! Look at the planet!” he exploded, his voice trembling with excitement.

	“That’s not Mapu,” the grumpy jure replied.

	Ugo wasn’t enjoying the view, which didn’t surprise Gill at all. “For seeing the foul-smelling88 black whirl with my own eyes, I came to realize that, although I was walking the shores of life, my kyi had crossed on the other side,” he recalled a quote from “The Weird and Wondrous Adventures of Mythical Azaric” tale, narrated by Laixan. Indeed, death is a terrible thing… how it must change one’s smell going through such an experience, he thought, remembering Sandara’s words that the jure wasn’t always a monster and that his decay began after he lost his kyi.

	“Mapu has oceans like Antyra. This is a gaseous planet,” Ugo bothered to explain to him.

	As they approached, Gill realized the enormity of the world, which resembled the realm of the damned Kaura but in different colors. The clouds looked more opaque, and even from a distance, he could see several huge storms, busy tearing apart the rotting face of the planet. Some cyclones in the contact areas of the bands were larger than the monstrous Belamia—frankly, they seemed larger than the whole Antyran desert planet. Nothing could live in such a place.

	The display wall framed two small white dots orbiting the realm of storms: two satellites locked in eternal ice, resembling Antyra I before Zhan closed it in the belly of Beramis. 

	The ship left the gray planet, closing in on the central star. 

	Soon, the view of another planet pumped the blood in his spikes, but he realized it didn’t fit Ugo’s description: it was a reddish-brown ball wrapped in an opaque mist, a global storm that blurred its arid surface. It was hiding from view like a female tarji, he thought, amused, remembering the ridiculous robes they used to drape their bodies in their often hopeless attempt to hide the presence of the tail bump.

	He was hungry, but he decided to ignore the calls of his stomachs because two other worlds appeared on the screen. The one on the right, closer to Mapu’s star, was shining in a gloomy yellow-brown light that didn’t promise anything good. On the other tail, the playful glimmer of a tiny blue-green crescent in the center of the display was calling them with the hypnotic mirage of a life-giving ocean.

	“This is it!” he exclaimed, mesmerized by the view.

	“Stop! Stop the ship!” ordered Ugo. Without waiting for Gill to comply, he stopped the movement of the vessel.

	“What happened?” asked Gill. Then he saw the frantic flow of messages at the bottom of the display. The Antyran translation warned them that the ship was receiving signals from the planet’s surface!

	“Video streaming. Mapu has video streaming!” the jure exclaimed.

	“The Grammians are here, too? We have to turn back to the Federals!”

	Gill tried to touch the navigation table, but Ugo blocked his hands.

	“No, wait! Checking…”

	Still controlling his limbs, Ugo forced him to enter a Grammian cockpit and press the buttons of its display. The jure was moving so fast that Gill had no time to read most of the translated texts scrolling in front of his eyes.

	“Are you going to tell me what is happening?” he finally exclaimed, irritated.

	“They’re neither Grammian nor Federal. The compression technology is archaic.” 

	“Archaic?”

	“Even more primitive than Antyra’s. But something else is… strange.”

	Ugo paused as if he couldn’t believe what he just read. Then he continued, “It’s not a single language.”

	“What?” Gill exclaimed, perplexed. “Mapu’s civilization has reached radio transmissions without being unified?”

	“They’re… hundreds. At least hundreds,” he added, hesitating.

	“Hundreds of languages? It can’t be. The sensors must have gone mad…”

	Gill couldn’t imagine such a planet. It was as if on a single world, on a single surface, all the civilizations of the galaxy crowded together—or better yet, the civilizations from dozens of galaxies. He got dizzy just by thinking about the implications of such a discovery. In an instant, Mapu became the most interesting world in the universe, even without the presence of the Sigian destroyer.

	“Can you put them on the screen? What’s in the transmissions?”

	“I’ve no idea, and I don’t want to know!” Ugo replied.

	Gill’s curiosity had grown to the size of Eger’s glacier. As an archivist, he would have given anything for the chance to discover the knowledge and habits of the world he had imagined countless times during the last few days. He forgot all his problems, charmed by the alien messages scrolling on the display.

	“It looks similar to Antyra some two or three hundred years ago. We’re going forward,” ordered Ugo.

	“If they have radio, maybe they can detect us.”

	“They’re still primitives. Most likely, they haven’t discovered nuclear power yet. I doubt they’re able to fly.”

	He changed the course on the floating table using Gill’s hands.

	“We’re going around, though,” Ugo said after a brief moment. “We’ll approach from the dark side.”

	They started to move again, more cautiously this time. The crescent of the ocean-planet thinned, obscuring the glare of Mapu’s star. 

	Each time he touched the navigation table, a series of values appeared in a circle around his finger. By watching Ugo’s movements, he learned that he could adjust the ship’s speed by rubbing another finger on this circle and increasing or decreasing the numbers. The system looked so simple that Gill had no doubt he could use it alone if Ugo would ever give him the opportunity.

	At one point, the jure had him touch the surface of the table twice in quick succession, thus grabbing the space continuum and pulling it. When he released it, the ship jumped through the deformed space like the Sigian destroyer, briefly surrounded by a weird fog. In a single jump, they reached the planet’s orbit! That was how the Grammians controlled the space… much more rudimentary than the Sigians’ method. It was hard to believe they had defeated them. The Grammians’ strength lay in numbers and fanaticism. Surely their war losses must have been terrible, but they probably didn’t care much about this small detail.

	The dark side of the planet approached quickly, surrounded by a few scattered star rays and a tiny strip from the disk of a gray satellite hidden behind the lit face. Soon, the darkness became bigger than the whole screen, hiding everything. As far as he could tell, they were approaching rapidly. Was Ugo doing it on purpose to avoid the rudimentary sensors of the natives, or were they about to crash and get buried under a mountain of earth like Kirk’an on Antyra II? He had the vision of his skeleton discovered after hundreds of years… someone would pull the bracelet from his arm and try to wear it…

	It looked like he wasn’t meant to see the alien world from orbit. Only when they arrived close to the surface could he glimpse a river of lights blinking in the distance—maybe huge pyres lit in the middle of the settlements by savages dressed in skins, he thought. Ugo pressed some buttons on the cockpit and switched the image on the display wall to infrared, the details of the unknown planet finally coming to life.

	Gill saw the smooth, greenish surface of an unknown sea or ocean. A shore was visible as a thin line of sand blocking a string of large, shallow lagoons. He would have loved to see their details, but Ugo was running the ship in total disregard of his wishes. Suddenly, he noticed some lights on the sand, maybe the same ones glimpsed from up high.

	“Look there,” he exclaimed enthusiastically. “Drive closer!”

	“Don’t move!” the monster shouted while he paralyzed his arms.

	If Gill had any doubts about the fate Ugo planned for him, now was a good moment to give up on them. The abomination didn’t exert the smallest effort to hide his hostility. He still depended on Gill’s carcass, but he could smell his trophy so close!

	The continent was covered in vegetation, no doubt of that. What struck Gill were the squares—patches of forest, patches of crops—all betraying organization. Here and there, he briefly surprised moving dots—agile shadows defying the darkness to hunt for prey or join a wild mating game. Even in the dark, Mapu was pulsing with a life stranger than anything he could imagine…

	Undoubtedly, the world had progressed since the Sigians’ visit. Maybe the Grammians had assimilated them, too, like they did with the Antyrans. But they hadn’t been locked inside a firewall, which was an encouraging discovery. With a bit of luck, maybe they’d find that the natives had never been contacted by alien civilizations.

	They flew over countless mountain ranges crossed by deep, curved valleys. Sometimes, small settlements glimmered in the night. He reached the conclusion that the regular lights couldn’t be pyres; they were a primitive form of street lighting—apparently electrical! They had discovered electricity, which was not that surprising; they had radio transmissions, after all. Along some of the valleys, he spotted dark trails, which might have been primitive roads. He imagined savages dressed in skins, carrying piles of strange food on platforms hauled by monstrous creatures with three crests and eight feet… He could barely wait to see them up close.

	As they flew toward the interior, the areas became more arid. Even though he didn’t get to glimpse all the details, the shrubs became smaller and scarcer on the thirsty ground. Their ship reached a wide river meandering through the hills, dotted by sandbanks along the riverbed. As far as he could see, the area was extremely dry—barely a handful of shrubs grew in the barren wasteland.

	After a while, they stumbled upon a plateau bordered by vertical ravines. By now, they had flown a long way from the coast, and there was no trace of natives anymore. Creatures of the sea, they seemed unadapted to a life far from the ocean, in the middle of a desert, where they would have to use irrigation to grow food, perhaps a concept alien to them. Who knew how the Sigians carried so many of them to bury their destroyer…

	But just as he was hovering over another small river, he saw a road. It seemed he was wrong—the primitives were able to live far from the coastline!

	Gradually, the scenery changed. More and more hills and mountains scrolled under his hungry gaze, their valleys covered by lush forests. Soon, he came across a flat, sandy area flanked by trees of an unidentifiable species—pretty much like all the living things of the strange world. In the middle of the flatland, the plants were obviously seeded by natives. The nearby pentagonal patch was made of carefully sown plots bordered by a pipe. Primitive irrigation, he realized, fascinated. He glimpsed three larger and three smaller dwellings along a sandy road above them, but to his regret, they disappeared before he had time to see them better.

	Not far from them, a much larger settlement appeared on the left side of the screen. Hundreds of strange square structures crowded along streets, arranged in a gridlike pattern. Over a great distance around it, parceled fields were growing all kinds of unknown plants.

	The spaceship flew over an elongated rectangle of artificial origin, which had white stripes painted on all its length. Another narrow road covered by the equally bizarre material ran parallel to it.

	The area was now packed with settlements, crops, and luxuriant forests. He even hovered over a sizable lake. Ugo touched the navigation table without saying a word, and the ship turned to the right. Other towns, roads, forests, and cultivated hills came into view. He saw a small lake and, not far from it, another one. Around them, he could glimpse a scattered settlement stretching over a considerable distance along a main road. As they hovered above six long, identical buildings, Ugo stopped the ship.

	“We’ve arrived.”

	“What do you mean we’ve arrived? Where are the pyramids?” Gill exclaimed, surprised. He struggled to find a trace of the ancient buildings, but he couldn’t see anything familiar. Have they been destroyed? he asked himself, his spikes wrinkled with anxiety.

	“On the hills in front of you,” answered the jure.

	Ugo lowered the ship’s altitude over one of the few areas without trees, not far from a road. Good landing spots seemed scarce due to the rich vegetation invading the land up to the horizon.

	“I want you to check what’s with that road,” the jure ordered him. “Maybe we can leave the ship here.”

	They landed with a strong jolt, and Gill pulled on a black Antyran exoskeleton he found in an alcove near the sleeping tubes. This way, he would be spared from breathing the unknown germs infesting Mapu’s atmosphere. Too bad he couldn’t use the invisible armor suits of the Grammians to move unnoticed, but they didn’t fit him. Moreover, he had no idea how to operate them and wasn’t at all curious to sniff the contents of the brown atmosphere puffed by Zhan’s children. The armor suits were still stuck on the floor of the ship’s bridge—missing, of course, their Grammian tenants, extracted with great labor through the rear opening, who were now floating, stone-cold frozen, somewhere in the interstellar space.

	As he stepped out, he noticed the ship was glowing like hot metal. Their approach must have been visible from a great distance, despite the tremendous speed of their vessel.

	“Plasma trapped in the shield,” replied Ugo to his unspoken question. “It will go out soon.”

	Gill didn’t ask how the abomination knew such things; it was obvious that he had learned many of the gods’ secrets in seven hundred years. 

	The world had a dense atmosphere, enriched by strange, un-Antyran aromas. His helmet’s filter allowed the hypnotic fragrances to pass unhindered after blocking the dangerous particles. As he avidly inhaled the planet’s air, he couldn’t help but think that even the legendary Antyran aromaries couldn’t melt essences close to the ones smelled here. They didn’t have the privilege to smell the unbelievable texture of combinations, the many surprises hidden in peripheral nuances—from sweet to bitter, stinging ones. 

	Each and every fragrance would have caused a stir in an aromary dome, and he could smell hundreds!

	The strange vegetation was rustling under his feet. The optical spectrum had changed into a more comfortable one, now that he was watching the world through an Antyran helmet and not a Grammian display. Although it was still dark, the colors somewhat resembled the ones during daytime. The plants were an intense green, and Gill was convinced that it wasn’t an artifact of the helmet’s visor but their natural hue! 

	Bizarre species filled him with awe at every turn. He would have liked to camp in that place for months, to dip his nostrils in the odors of the ground walked on for the first time by the feet of an Antyran, to harvest its fragrances in a unique collection of flavors unmatched in all the history of the aromaries.

	Gill turned his eyes to the sky, longing for the purple bacteria so widespread on Antyra. Somewhere at the horizon, the planet’s moon was rising over the hills, lighting the surroundings. The atmospheric moisture hid the details of its arid surface. Another desert world, he concluded, judging by its color.

	After a few minutes, he reached the strange road of the natives. He jumped the ditch and landed on a hard, black surface painted with a white stripe right in the middle. It wasn’t made of metal or plastoceramics as he expected—it consisted of pebbles stuck in some other material. He touched it with the sensor on his left wrist and waited for a few moments to sniff the composition. The tiny screen scrolled a long list of complicated formulas, all indicating a mixture of hydrocarbons. A planet that hadn’t exhausted its resources yet, he thought with a pinch of envy. Perhaps tar. If he remembered well, Antyrans used something like that a few hundred years ago, before depleting it.

	“What do you think they use it for?”

	“We can’t stay here,” said Ugo.

	A wild humming erupted in the night, sending ice spikes down his tail. He couldn’t tell the direction of the noise, but the acoustic sensors incorporated in his suit’s fabric showed that the source was coming from behind. He turned around, ready to face the approaching threat.

	“What is this noise? Are they attacking us?”

	He had barely finished the sentence when two powerful lights ripped the darkness, blinding him. A primitive, noisy assault chariot armed with a huge frontal chrome bar—no doubt built to crush the foot soldiers—leaped straight for him. He froze in place, startled by the apparition, but the un-Antyran reflexes of the abomination worked flawlessly this time, too, distorting the space and forcing him to jump out of harm’s way.

	The pilot of the vehicle veered off with a sinister grinding noise and crashed into the ditch on the right side of the road, flipping over. Only then did Gill notice that the “thing” had wheels! He cautiously approached the vehicle, whose lights were still shining, and saw how its occupants—in a state of shock—were trying to break free from the twisted hatch.

	“¡Aaaaiiii!” a creature yelled at the sight of him.

	It started to talk in a weird language, dotted by strange inflections.

	“¡Alfonsito! ¿Qué es lo que muestran? ¡Tengo miedo!”89

	The creature appeared to be a female; she was smaller in stature and stouter than the male beside her. She had a sort of curly black fur growing on her head and wore a blue outfit. He felt a bit disappointed by this because he was hoping to find her covered in the strange scaly things he saw from a distance through the eyes of the Sigian. That would have been awesome. Dressed like that, she lost some of the strangeness that any alien was supposed to flaunt—especially on a first date.

	What he saw wasn’t all that different from the Antyrans, except that any of their parts examined up close didn’t resemble theirs. The female—at least he supposed it was a “she”—had some walloping chest protuberances, their shape being visible through the garments. He didn’t have the slightest idea what their use could be. At first look, they didn’t appear to serve any conceivable purpose and surely hindered her in her daily chores. But the bumps didn’t seem to be a disease or deformity—the other female in the group had a pair of same things on her chest. Their waists were massive, much larger than those of the Antyrans. Otherwise, they had two arms, two feet, and a sort of small trunk on their faces. Yes. And they had no tail.

	The creatures were of different sizes. The second female was almost as stout as the first one, and the male between them had fur even on his face! He displayed a prominent belly, almost certainly pregnant. It appeared that on Mapu, the males were holding the eggs. Or maybe he belonged to a different species related to the females? A detailed examination might have helped him to understand it better, but it didn’t seem the brightest idea to drag them forcefully into his ship. Anyway, Ugo would oppose the slightest transgression from their mission. Along with them were another two beings of smaller stature: their children, missing the ridiculous chest swellings and large bellies.

	“¡El chupacabras!” shouted the other female. 

	On hearing the word, the aliens awoke from shock and started to scream like mad, deafening him—their children being the loudest, of course. They immediately fled into the night, still screaming in terror. Gill listened to them for a while—howling through the forest and banging into the trees—before he went to check their overturned vehicle. A thick cloud of steam was coming out of it.

	“What the heck is this chupacabras?” he asked, intrigued.

	If Ugo could have done it, he would have shrugged. But unfortunately, he had lost this ability seven years ago, when he died. Therefore, the jure contented himself with shrugging in his mind.

	When Gill reached the vehicle, he knelt to look inside. He saw a kind of thin wheel used to steer the chariot. It didn’t have an autopilot, which wasn’t exactly a surprise. It looked extremely primitive, missing even an infrared display. He instantly felt admiration for the natives; they needed a big dose of courage—or rather, insanity—to get inside that thing and drive through the night!

	He walked around to the back of the vehicle, and he quickly noticed a pipe blackened at its end, coming from the engine box.

	“Fossil fuels,” concluded Ugo. “We’re leaving—maybe they’ll come back armed.”

	The vehicle was burning hydrocarbons! Stupefied by the discovery, he touched the layer of soot at the end of the pipe and deeply smelled his gloved finger. The helmet’s filter carried the sweetly pungent smell of oil to his nostrils, reminding him how hungry he was—the terrible Grammian menu being, of course, the main reason for his starvation. Reflexively, he brought the finger to his mouth to taste the substance, forgetting that the helmet’s visor prevented him from doing such a thing.

	“Hey! Leave that! We don’t have time for this,” Ugo said, blocking his other hand, which was about to open the visor.

	“Right… easy for you to say—you’re never hungry! You forgot how it feels to be hungry!” he grumbled, enraged by Ugo’s behavior.

	“Move to the ship!”

	Gill glanced back regretfully before entering the ship, which had reduced its brilliance in the meantime—just as Ugo had told him would happen. He took off slowly toward the nearby hills, where he saw a row of white buildings raised on an artificial plateau. His spikes wrinkled with excitement: the place hadn’t changed much! They had a good chance of finding the destroyer still buried where the Sigians had hidden it!

	He turned to the left and flew over an artificial pit dug by the ancient natives—a wide, smooth ditch, perpendicular to two shorter ones at its ends; he suspected that it must have been a place for some religious ritual.

	The ship traversed a dense forest of dwarf trees and came across a river, which had carved a deep valley through the tall hills. 

	Very soon, he spotted a flat area to the right bank of the river that they could land on, very close to the platforms of the ancient city. It was secluded, far from roads or modern buildings. With a bit of luck, they might get a pretty good advance before they were disturbed. 

	Ugo landed the ship once more, and Gill ran out.

	“Move quickly! The savages will raise the alarm!” the jure ordered him.

	Even though he was moving quickly, he had to stay alert to the traps of the unfamiliar terrain. In a few jumps, he went around the western side of the plateau.

	The dawn arrived, his first dawn on an alien planet. Even though Mapu’s star didn’t rise yet, the first rays heralded its coming at the eastern horizon. Perhaps realizing it had guests, the star prepared a memorable show. Fluffy clouds of all sizes and shapes made their way into the sky in an explosion of color, as if they were on fire. Only their lower part was lit by the invisible star; the rest remained a purple-gray. Right at the horizon, Gill saw several small discoidal clouds. For a brief moment, he had the feeling that they were sparkling ships looking for him, but it was only the play of his excited imagination.

	He stopped to admire the view, convinced that he had never witnessed something so beautiful. The purple mist on his home planet, Antyra I, hid the clouds at dawn and dusk—clouds that, anyway, didn’t look like the ones from here. On Antyra, they usually appeared from the ocean as a compact wall and furiously poured a days-long deluge, washing the bacteria from the sky until the whole ground became purple. After that, they disappeared as if they never existed. Of course, the purple bacteria had the ability to sense the approaching storm and quickly divided into spores, going airborne as soon as the ground dried out. Thus, the little seeds were ready to be reborn and feed on the siclides’ pollen lifted into the atmosphere by the dust devils of the vardannes.

	Unfortunately, he had no time to admire the scenery—they were quickly losing the advantage of darkness. He jumped the steep slope of a ravine and landed on an alley overlooking the pyramids.

	“Xochicalco,” whispered Ugo. “We’re getting close.”

	As soon as he came out of the trees, the huge stone terraces that connected the city’s squares appeared in front of him. He climbed them faster than the shadow of a nifle, helped by the distortion grid and by Ugo’s impatience. Right in the middle of the central square was a temple different from the others, a bit higher and covered in well-preserved bas-reliefs. Surely he hadn’t noticed it through the Sigian’s eyes—it was presumably built after their departure.

	On seeing the sculptures, he felt a shiver. They were so bizarre that he couldn’t help but wonder what they represented. A deep, straight line framed a couple of allegorical animals dressed in ovoid scales,90 meandering on the walls like the whirls of a raging river. For a split second, it crossed his kyi that they were llandro, but the Mapu monsters lacked the long, poison-spitting fangs and the swarm of ridiculous feet. True, they had a sort of stylized mane. On Antyra, there were no legless creatures; therefore, Gill had no way of knowing if such a thing could live for real or was just a legend. He couldn’t imagine a land critter unable to walk on feet—it would be impossible to avoid predators.

	What is this world? he asked himself, troubled by what he was seeing. Could it be that Antyra’s nightmares and legends are coming to life on Mapu? A loud alarm shrilled in his hearing gills, for his archivist training allowed him to spot details carved in stone that would have eluded other, less-experienced nostrils, details that told him that Mapu91 wasn’t entirely foreign to the ritual violence born of religious customs perverted over time. He had no tangible proof of that, but the temple seemed to hide a ghastly secret. He wanted to understand the sculptures, to make the stones talk and shout the horrors witnessed, to learn the reasons of the ancients who built the pyramids on the hilltops, to find out if his archivist premonition was true. Cruelty, unrestrained cruelty…

	Ugo also became interested in the bas-reliefs—a surprising thing considering his earlier behavior.

	“Look,” he exclaimed, amused. 

	He turned Gill’s eyes toward a sculpture, in truth, quite a stylized carving, but he could still recognize the image: Kirk’an! An alien, on the pyramid’s bas-relief! He wasn’t mistaken; it had the same outline and beard as the Sigian commander.92 He was holding a strange prisoner on a leash, perhaps another intelligent species of this planet.

	“A monkey,” said Ugo. “The Sigians were shocked by the present of the natives; they thought it was sentient, and for a while, they tried to communicate with it. But it’s just another animal.”

	Kirk’an’s image repeated on several walls, in different postures. Gill noticed the small, disk-shaped bread cakes with a cross in the middle, offered as food. 

	Suddenly, Ugo made him turn.

	“I heard something!”

	An unknown creature took off from a tree in a noisy fluttering of wings. Gill followed its graceful flight until it disappeared, hidden by the dense canopy. Even though it only lasted a few seconds, the chance of witnessing the freedom of movements that only a creature of the skies could experience filled him with awe. The first such animal he saw in his life! On Antyra, the flying lizards had been long ago pushed to extinction by the zeal of the tarjis, for the imaginary guilt of going over the vitrified cities and becoming Arghail’s eyes…

	Gill woke up from dreaming when he noticed the hill behind the terraces. Finally, he was looking at the place where the Sigian destroyer had been buried 1,250 years ago! And the richly decorated pyramid was erected on the place where the Sigians had once dined on a stone platform!

	Anxious to reach the hill, he followed a dirt trail near another temple, and in a few jumps, he approached the whole square from the northeast. The ancient natives had built some truly monumental structures on the hilltop, an incredible achievement, considering their primitive tools. They reminded him of the ancient Antyrans who also raised temples and huge cities of ice or rock using only the strength of their arms—and the muscles of their moulans, of course.

	From the northern side, the size of the buildings became even more obvious: the stone terraces were built one on top of the other, climbing to dizzying heights. He walked around the walls and reached a group of stairs on a platform. Without waiting for Ugo’s approval, he climbed them with running jumps, his curiosity being attracted by the place with the force of the maelstrom between the Twin Rocks in the Malikan Strait.

	He remembered the place. Something whispered that he was there in another life… the life of the Sigian inside the bracelet. A small artificial cave whose ceiling was lined with a wire mesh opened in his path. He climbed some stairs, turned left in the corridor, and reached the room where he had seen the milky ray from the ceiling. He looked up and saw that the hole was still there—1,250 years hadn’t changed anything! Well, the curved stone in the center of the room was missing.

	Ugo didn’t hurry him to leave—perhaps he was also curious to see the cave.

	“The light falls vertically only two times in a year: the days when the Sigians arrived and when they left,” the jure said. “This is not our cave.”

	Gill went outside and saw another small artificial hole opening high in the nearby wall. On the ground level there was a large cave, partially obstructed by various metallic objects, and another hole on its right, blocked by a metal gate. But the cave in front of him appeared to be the destination of his feet, controlled by the jure. The left wall was artificial, made from neatly arranged boulders, while the right one was dug into bedrock. A large pile of rocks collapsed from the ceiling filled much of the cave.

	“Push them aside,” Ugo ordered impatiently. 

	Without waiting for him, the jure took control of his hands. He was moving much faster than Gill could have done it. He rolled the boulders in the distorted space nearby, and they disappeared several feet away. After he finished, he took the laser lens from the belt and burned an opening in the rocky ground. With a loud bang, the stone fell into the gap underneath, and Ugo-Gill jumped into the darkness. He landed on his feet in a vaulted gallery about twice his height. Here and there, large rocks collapsed from the walls blocked his way, but he had no difficulty opening a path through them. Many corridors wound like a maze in his path, the majority leading southward to the ancient city. Not even the thermal sight of his suit could unravel the damp darkness at their ends. The main gallery was going eastward, toward the Sigian destroyer…

	As they approached the hill, the corridor widened and descended at a slight slope. He soon reached a wall full of finely carved bas-reliefs. The path turned to the left, but Ugo stopped him in front of the sculptures. Kirk’an was carved here, too, looking at an ovoid in front of him—the Sigian destroyer about to be buried. Another square retold the story of the monkey. From both sides of the wall, the unknown animal resembling a llandro was gazing at Gill—the same one carved on the richly decorated pyramid in the center of the ruins. Two other sculptures got his attention: the golden grinding machines from the bracelet’s memory. 

	A small crack between the rock blocks, widened by the earthquakes of the last millennia, was the only indication that something was beyond them. He looked through the opening, and indeed, he saw a huge room. Since he could look inside, it made no sense to cut the stones. Gill carefully pulled the space beyond the crack, and in an instant, he reached behind the wall, inside the huge excavation.

	The destroyer was seemingly there, under a mound of stones carefully stacked on top of it, completely hidden from view. Nearby, the two Sigian golden excavators lay dismantled. 

	In a corner of the giant room, he could see hundreds of wooden baskets holding unidentified offerings. Among them were rolls of painted fabric and statues depicting Kirk’an, cast in a yellow metal—probably gold. A huge pile of artifacts that would have driven to ecstasy the archivists of any galactic world!

	Ugo directed him to a large heap of stones. A menu appeared in the upper part of bracelet’s grid, and the center symbol began to blink. With a loud thundering followed by a thick cloud of dust, the rocks collapsed, and a golden ramp slid down to him. Inside the ship, a diffused light lit up. Without hesitation, he ran inside. He had finally reached the Sigian vessel! 

	His joy was overshadowed by the imminent ending of the journey in the company of the living dead. What was the abomination going to do to him?

	He entered the bridge, which looked exactly like he remembered: golden walls able to turn into displays, fighter cockpits in a semicircle around a low table, the translucent distortion sphere on the table… no cosmic map, no driving system. He immediately figured out that he had no way of flying it; none of the Sigian’s memories had told him how to do it…

	Ugo’s attack came without warning: he suddenly felt he couldn’t move his limbs or tail. After a brief moment of useless struggle, the numbness became so intense that he fell to the floor. The monster’s straps caught his ganglions in a death grip.

	“Ugo, you monster, what are you doing? Are you killing me?” he babbled, barely breathing.

	“Don’t be stupid. How am I to move in the ship if you’re dead? I’ll give your limbs back after I’m done.”

	The pain became atrocious, as if thousands of thorns were flowing through his head like a deadly twister.

	This time his mind wasn’t clouded by controlled delusions—maybe the bracelet didn’t have enough resources, as the jure readily admitted it. He had to wait, paralyzed, for Ugo to finish Uralia’s transfer. 

	Soon, it became clear why the abomination tortured him like that. The jure most likely didn’t need his neurons to transfer Uralia—the bracelet should have been able to communicate with the ship’s interfaces without such intermediaries—but he paralyzed his movements so that Gill couldn’t stop the process. It would be a disaster if he managed to disconnect the bracelet during the transfer—especially near the end, when the monster would move his hideous algorithms. Breaking the contact might kill him…

	Suddenly cheered by the happy prospect, he decided to resist the savage assaults. 

	Unfortunately, despite his un-Antyran efforts, after a while, it became clear that his endeavor was bound to fail; he tried to babble a curse, but he passed out, missing an ideal opportunity to rid the universe of the monster.

	After some time, the terrible pain stopped. As he had promised, Ugo finally released his ganglions. For the first time after many days, he felt his kyi free, truly free from the shadow of the hideous parasite.

	“Ugo! Ugo, where are you?” he shouted. 

	No one replied. He scrambled to his feet, wobbling, and dragged himself to the nearest wall to lean on. He looked around as if he expected the incarnation of the virtual monster to appear from somewhere.

	“When are you going to kill me?” he shouted hoarsely at the surrounding nothingness.

	There was no sign of pseudo-life. He calmed down, wondering what to do next. It was pretty clear he couldn’t drive the Sigian ship without the jure’s help, and somehow, he doubted that Ugo would help him fly to the aliens. It crossed his kyi to go out of the catacombs, reach the Grammian vessel, and try to steer it to the Federals. 

	But regardless if he could make it or not, everything was lost! Ugo would fly the destroyer and hide in a crack for a while… and then, on a nice morning, the universe would wake up changed. The new god, greater than all the gods from time immemorial, would reveal himself. Whatever face he would give to reality, nothing would be the same anymore. Any sentient creature of the galaxy, including the present-day-Ugo, would find it impossible to fathom the magnitude of the change. 

	But Gill had no hope that the individuality of the billions and billions of beings eaten by the metamorphosis would be preserved in one form or another. After all, what reason would Ugo have to keep them alive—and especially, what reason would the creatures have to want to live? Most likely, the god would crush them like a bunch of parasitic dolmecs. Their feeble, ephemeral shells would have to make way for the purity of the virtual monster, for the technological singularity evolved at the end of the metamorphosis. The age of biological creatures would end in all the worlds of the universe…

	Gill had heard only vague stories about the subspace whirls,93 considered by most Antyrans to be little more than a bunch of wild assumptions and known in detail by just a few theorists from the Matter Tower in Alixxor. Although the Antyrans had mastered nuclear fusion, they had serious gaps in understanding the laws of nature—not the least due to the cage of the firewall, which didn’t allow them to see the universe and test their assumptions. But for all the meagerness of his knowledge, he imagined that falling into the center of a subspace whirl had to be the same as touching Ugo’s expansion.

	Even though the jure’s singularity would need a humongous amount of time to reach all the corners of space and time, even though the change would truly stop only at the end of all things, for those close to the god—like the neighboring worlds of Mapu and Antyra—the expansion front would arrive swiftly, without the slightest warning. His civilization would become extinct faster than a tailbeat.

	Perhaps tired of loneliness, the god would dream. And what dreams! He could dream of anything—or, better to say, he could dream everything. That would be the only consolation, to live again—even briefly—in an abomination’s infinite imagination. Sandara once told him: “We are what we dream!” Could it be that this resumed the whole existence, the whole experience of being alive? The whole struggle, all the suffering of his little world ripped by conflict, would end up as a dream of a giant cannibal bacteria—lonely and bored to death—its tentacles as long as the universe?

	If he left the destroyer, he risked letting the madness unfold. It was true that after reaching the Federals, he could tell them about the Sigian ship and the abomination hidden in its memory. He had a foreboding that the prospect of Ugo’s expansion wouldn’t necessarily overwhelm them with joy. In fact, he was pretty sure that their fleets would start hunting the monster to solve the crisis—that is, of course, if the jure’s intelligence didn’t prove to be above theirs, allowing him to hide too well to be found…

	But why would Ugo risk being hunted by the Federal armies instead of killing Gill before he could raise the alarm? 

	Now that he was rid of the parasite, Gill decided it made sense to test the nodes of the continuum, even though he held no hope of finding a saving crack. And just as expected, as soon as he smelled the paths opened in the fabric of the future, certainty took the place of suspicion: Ugo had left him alive not because he had a head injury and suddenly felt he couldn't kill him, but because the jure needed him alive to copy his algorithms—more exactly, to move them, because he was unable to copy his code, as Sandara explained. After he transferred Uralia, Ugo moved his hideous entity inside the destroyer’s memory, thus being forced—probably to his great regret—to let go of his grip. That’s why Gill was still alive, apparently free to roam the ship… but not free to leave the planet.

	Of course, in Ugo’s present situation, there were some small technicalities in the way of an ordinary murder, like the fact that the jure—being a bit dead—was lacking the required limbs with which to handle various skull-crushing objects. And he couldn’t repeat the elegant method used to get rid of Baila’s fat initiate. Nevertheless, Gill was convinced that the jure would manage to overcome the obstacles with the characteristic ingenuity he had always shown. What if he hid a “surprise” in the bracelet? Perhaps he overwrote some commands, turning it into a lethal trap. Or maybe he didn’t waste time with such risky finesses—after all, Gill could keep the bracelet deactivated until he reached Antyra’s outskirts—and would just fly the Sigian destroyer out of the hill to blast the Grammian ship to pieces before it even reached orbit. Or perhaps he had prepared another, even more spectacular way to shut off his kyi’s smell… After all, it didn’t matter how Ugo planned for him to die, as long as the jure followed the paths before him to ensure that all were leading to the same end.

	“Ugo!” he shouted again.

	And suddenly, as he stood gloomy and confused, he realized that he knew all too well what he had to do, because there was only one alternative. The idea had landed in his kyi some time ago, but he chased it out of his way, refusing to consciously think about it. And not only out of fear that Ugo-of-the-bracelet might have read his intentions, but mostly because it wasn’t meant for him to contemplate it. Now, however, the time had come to accept it bravely, to step on a path from where he’d have little chance to return alive. But Ugo would lose anyway. He had already lost without knowing it. Yet.

	Gill gathered all his strength to put in motion what he had to do. He knew the monster was way too smart to be fooled by some clumsy pretense—he had to be truly decided to go to the bitter end to defeat the abomination. 

	He took a deep breath, realizing with satisfaction that he again became the one who picked his future, even if the future was going to be short and soaked in blood—and he wasn’t choosing only his future but that of the other beings in the galaxy.

	He tensed his whole body, prepared to fight the terror of the approaching death, the begging for a minute of delay… Instead of that, he felt an un-Antyran feeling of tranquility, and for the first time in his life, his thoughts really quelled, letting him hear the silence from behind the words hidden in the depths of his kyi.

	“Death is only the beginning,” he whispered the first sentence of the Sacred Book Inrumiral, hoping—after so many years of heresy—that behind the prophet’s words lay a crumble of truth.

	Gill pulled out the bracelet. He put it back on his arm and then immediately tried to take it off, without activating it. The self-destruct alarm started to shrill loudly, and he realized, surprised, that it didn’t terrify him as he was afraid it would. He didn’t have to fight the impulse to enter the code, to stop the devastating blast about to come. He had gotten accustomed to the sight of death; it became part of his kyi. He had the feeling that he wasn’t on the destroyer’s floor—he was a spectator, watching with cold indifference the drama unfolding under the ruins of an alien city.

	A portion of a wall awoke to life, becoming a screen, and Ugo’s mug appeared on it. He was in a meadow, surrounded by a tekal forest about to yield.

	“Gill, did you cry for me?” he asked in a seemingly calm voice.

	Gill utterly ignored him, focused on what the most important thing was. Life. He became aware more than ever that it whirled through his veins with the force of Belamia’s storm, pulsing from each cell and sipping gratefully every little shred of time offered. He felt his recessive gills dry. Zhan won’t accept me at his bosom. He imagined himself smiling ironically at the stupidity of the thought. Maybe I should be afraid of this, but I don’t feel any fear, he thought, surprised by the finding. His wounded kyi was screaming for silence, for the eternal peace he knew he richly deserved. He closed his eyes, waiting for the blast, waiting for the end of all madness, deciding to enjoy the force of the explosion.

	“Have you lost your kyi? Activate the bracelet immediately!” Ugo ordered sharply. Then, in a split second, he realized he had been defeated. 

	The harrowing change, the crossing to the land of death that turned Ugo into a malformed creature affected—imperceptibly, at first smell—the way he analyzed Gill’s options. His arrogance, his desire turned into conviction that he was a god, erased from his kyi the very notion of suicide. In vain he was now thinking that he had no way of foreseeing the Antyran’s choice, because he had hundreds of years to smell his paths…

	“Gill! Gill! Stop the bracelet! Have you fought for nothing to reach this far?” Gill heard Ugo’s wailings coming through the shadows.

	The fear in Ugo’s voice convinced him he had won the first battle. He knew all too well that the right moment of the second fight would come when he glimpsed the cold darkness in the realm of the dead through the Ijmahal trance, when the tiny possibility of returning among the living would no longer be of any use.

	Like all good Antyrans, he had been trained since early childhood on what words he should use, but he found, unsurprised, that the old ritual before Zhan’s coming, unchanged by Bailas’ litanies,94 was the closest to him. Therefore, he decided to invoke it: “Ijmahal! I look at myself in all my nakedness and see my kyi’s wounds! Come to heal me in the muddy water-of-the-border, come to reconcile me with my life!” he muttered, starting the process. The auspicious silence around meant that Laixan was right. Then came the lesson from a distant past:

	Ijmahal isn’t meant for anyone—or, better to say, isn’t meant for any time. Many Antyrans went into the wilderness to find their healing in the plight’s aroma, many scattered their bones yellowed by time and elements through the thorn-filled valleys or in the holes of the beasts satiated with their flesh, many searched for Ijmahal, and few found it—when they wanted. In truth, even fewer remained alive to tell. For Ijmahal is the bridge to the realm of the afterlife. It is the moment when—although still alive—we find the answer to all questions, we find the enlightenment that only the being-after-life could offer. The ones who, like me, came back with death’s perfume in their nostrils became the great aromaries of the world, Antyrans with the kyi’s wounds forever healed, Antyrans dressed in the heavy armor of silence, Antyrans eternally reconciled with time’s mercilessness…

	Gill allowed the afterlife silence to imbue his every cell, to heal his kyi from the minor troubles that defined him as being alive. He deeply inhaled death’s aroma, convinced he could smell its paths, convinced that the moment had come to find the answer to any question… and immediately he realized that he had no question. He was living the secret of the Ijmahal, but he had no answer to seek… and then came the revelation: that was the mystery of the passage! When there are no more questions, when there can’t be more questions, you’re ready to go!

	The avalanche budged forward, the destiny of the worlds reaching a precarious equilibrium on a sarpan’s edge. He felt instinctively that the time had come for the second blow, the one meant to push reality on the desired track. “I’m happy with my life and wouldn’t change a bit, even if I could start all over again!” He whispered the ritual words to seal the Ijmahal transformation, the abandonment of all that was supposed-to-come. But to his great surprise, instead of feeling reconciled with himself, he felt painfully stung by the thorn of the falsity for-the-ritual’s-sake. What an egregious lie! he realized, upset. Why would I be happy with my life if I didn’t get to be really alive, to enjoy the tranquility of a cozy nest together with my kyi-mate, sheltered from the storm?

	His thoughts immediately ran to Sandara, and the simple invocation of her name caused him an immense pain, feeling the whole guilt of her absurd death in the useless attempt to save him from the jure’s claws. He’d have given anything to have Sandara by his side, even if only to tell her how much he missed her…

	Again, the specter of war grinned hideously in his face, cruelly amused by Sandara’s wasting, by the end of happiness before it even began… Sandara died, and the dead don’t return, do they? All that was left was the memory of a smile, an almost-innocent hug stolen in a lull between two fights. He still felt the touch of her fingers on his cheek when she cuddled on his chest; he could still smell the aroma of her head spikes, making him want to become lost again in her naughtily playful eyes…

	Gill gazed into the darkness from beyond life and saw Sandara’s kyi waiting for him on the other shore, feeling it rather than seeing it, as she offered herself without a pretense of shame, without hesitation. 

	“Sandara, do you love me?” he babbled, his voice strangled by emotion. 

	“Don’t you get it, silly?” Sandara’s shadow whispered. “Come and take me. I’m all yours!” 

	The storm bred in the ritual’s crack enveloped him with brutality, shattering his armor of silence. For a moment, he had a vision of them rolling wildly in Orizabia’s foamy waves, their tails coiled together, unconcerned about Belamia’s murderous rage, untouched by the madness of the passing time poised to curb the natural order of things, without it mattering that she was dead and he was still alive. He saw himself growing old alongside her; raising a pack of kids, naughty like their mother; laughing and playing on the discoidal grass of a paradise island floating in Uralia’s skies…

	Perhaps in another reality, maybe in another universe, they’d finally tie their destiny. But not here—and especially not now. Here, they were no longer bound to meet again, not even in the dreams of a new god, for he was just killing the god. And along with Ugo, he would kill Sandara. He would kill her again, along with the other shadows archived in the destroyer’s memory…

	“Gill, you must not die!” he thought he heard the female’s voice say, coming from beyond life’s boundary. “Save yourself, my dear! Fight for us!” 

	Her words had the effect of waking him up to reality like a cold shower. The realm of the dead disappeared in an instant—to his great sorrow, for the Ijmahal exaltation made him fervently wish to embrace the tranquility from beyond-life and forget that his trip had a different purpose. He realized that only a moment had passed since the abomination had asked him to stop the explosion, that the trance had frozen the flow of time for him…

	“What do you want from me?” the avatar wailed in vain. “I’ll help you with the Sigians; I’ll help you with anything—just stop the bracelet!”

	Gill heard Ugo’s voice as if in a dream. He stared at him like he just noticed the presence of the monster. He wasn’t afraid that the jure might lie or deceive him in any way, not after he saw the land of death and returned to the living, following the steps of Azaric and the other mythical aromaries of old. He brought Ugo exactly where he wanted. Now he could ask whatever he pleased, and the avatar wouldn’t dare to refuse it.

	“What do you want from me?” Ugo lamented.

	“Wake up Sandara,” he asked simply.

	The demand fell like a bomb. The horror carved on the abomination’s mug left little doubt that the request hit him hard. For a moment, he didn’t say anything, too stunned to move his lips.

	“Die! Die! Blow yourself to pieces!” Ugo yelled defiantly. “Not in a million years!” 

	Then, after a few seconds, seeing that Gill ignored him again, he calmed down.

	“I’ve joked, I’ve joked,” he exclaimed, despairing. “Let’s talk… I’ll wake her. But stop it—stop that noise! I’m losing my smell!”

	The shriek doubled in intensity.

	“Hurry up! We don’t have much time,” Gill whispered in a faint voice, exhausted by the effort of resisting being sucked into the realm of the afterlife before the ordained time.

	An eternity seemed to have passed before Sandara’s happy face brightened the display wall. Excited to see her alive, as if she had never died, he felt his blood rushing frantically to the tip of his head spikes. Despite her poor opinion of the living dead, he couldn’t help but notice a few advantages of immortality. But then he remembered the risks of losing one’s kyi (after all, Ugo was a Kaura offspring, too), so he gazed at her keenly, searching for the slightest sign of change. He found none; she was the same Sandara, the very one he dreamed of lately—a dangerous mélange of innocence and unintentional seduction worn with the ease with which she wore a tunic. He felt instinctively that she wasn’t bit by the metamorphosis that crippled Ugo—or maybe he wanted her so badly that the hope clouded his kyi, preventing him from seeing reality?

	He quickly entered the code, stopping the explosion.

	“Gill! I’m so happy to see you again,” she exclaimed, smiling from all her hearts. “Are you all right?”

	“I’m… fine,” he babbled, surprised by her question, realizing from her looks that she had no idea she was dead. The feeling of guilt overwhelmed him again, forcing him to avoid the effusive wave in her eyes.

	“You don’t look so well,” she noticed in a worried voice. “What happened?” Then she looked around, confounded. “What is this place? Why aren’t you connected to Uralia?”

	“Connected? But—”

	“Gill, I had an awful dream,” she interrupted him. “I dreamed I was dead. That Uralia was destroyed!”

	“Errr, I’ve… I have some bad news,” he stuttered. “You know, your dream—”

	“It wasn’t a dream,” she realized, horrified, looking at her hands as if they weren’t hers. 

	“What happened to me?”

	“I’m so sorry!”

	“Forbat,” she remembered. “I’m… dead.”

	There was an icy silence; Gill didn’t know what to say. He wanted to encourage her, to find some comforting words to make her situation easier, but what can you honestly say to someone who just realized she’s dead—and moreover, because of you?

	“You woke up my avatar!” she exclaimed. Sandara not only wasn’t smiling anymore, but she was throwing murderous glares.

	“I… I ‘asked’ Ugo to wake you up,” he said in one breath.

	“Noo!” she wailed. “How could you do this to me? You allied with the monster to wake me to a hideous life?”

	“Please let me explain,” he begged her.

	“What’s left to be explained? You’re… you’re no better than Ugo,” she said, and she turned around to avoid looking in his eyes. Sandara started to walk to a patch of trees at the edge of the meadow, her temples wet with tears.

	“Sandara! I need your help!”

	“Leave me alone!” she burst angrily. “I’m going to erase myself!”

	“Sandara!” he shouted madly after her. “You have to stop Ugo! Otherwise, he’s going to expand!”

	The female stopped on her feet, shaking, and Gill guessed more than he saw the huge effort she had to make to turn back, if only to throw him another murderous glare.

	“Don’t you understand that I’ve become a monster, just like him? I don’t want to live this way! I don’t want you to see me… like this.”

	“You know something? You’re not changed like Ugo!” he said, finally meeting her eyes.

	“How do you know that?” she asked with an icy inflection.

	“I know because… because I know it! I know you better than you think! Do you believe that a poor death could break all the good things in you? Anyone else would have gladly accepted Kaura’s compromise, but look how mad you are! You’re the same Sandara I’ve dreamed again and again since I first met you, when you ordered your guards to torture me, remember?”

	He thought he saw a shadow of a smile passing like a cloud on her face, quickly replaced by a grimace of suffering.

	“Gill, there’s no point in stopping me. If I don’t delete myself now, it will be harder later.”

	“Sandara, you can’t abandon me now. You’re the fighter! Without you, the Sigian world is lost!”

	“So this is the world for which you were about to abandon Uralia in the claws of the monster! I guess I’m finally about to hear the tragic story that made Baila spy how you scratch your tail?”

	Ignoring her sarcasm, Gill started to tell his incredible adventures, from the discovery of the Sigian skeletons buried in a sandy bank on Sigarion up to how he blackmailed the abomination to wake her from the dead. And slowly, as he was speaking, he saw her anger giving way to astonishment. Playful sparkles reignited the flame in her beautiful eyes.

	“Why didn’t you tell me about the bracelet until now?” she asked him, with a trace of reproach, as soon as he finished his story.

	“I told you already—it wasn’t my secret.” 

	“And now that I’m dead, you have more trust in me?” she teased him shamelessly. 

	“No,” Gill said, returning her irony. “But now you have to stop Ugo,” he told her gently.

	“You’re kidding, right?” She started to panic, realizing that Gill had no shadow of intent to joke. “He’s an architect, and I can barely design a stone. It will take me years to do what he can create in the twitch of a tail.”

	“You mean I’m an architect?”

	“No, but—”

	“And I defeated him. Sandara, do you have any idea why Ugo always won the virtual fights?”

	“He’s the best strategist!”

	“Wrong! He won because he was motivated to beat everybody. Your folk took the championships as a fun game, while he saw the perfect chance to become a god!”

	Gill realized from her looks that Sandara wasn’t too convinced by his arguments. He sighed, painfully aware of how little time he had to prepare her for battle. Even the most intuitive Guk routine-aroma harmonics couldn’t be mastered without rigorous training. 

	In a few words, he tried to explain the basic philosophy, without hoping, however, that the grah female understood anything.

	“Sandara, you have to focus on your weapons.”

	“What weapons do I have against Ugo?” she asked incredulously.

	“Well, first, we both know what he plans to do: prevent me from meeting the aliens. Then, you’re dead, like him. I know that at first glance it doesn’t look like much, but you—”

	“Have no limitations,” she finished. “I don’t have chains of genetic algorithms like him.”

	“See? Very good—you’re starting to think Guk.”

	“I wonder how’s that going to help.”

	“I’m afraid you have to find out yourself,” he told her, sorrowful. “I can’t enter your world.”

	“I got it,” she sighed, lowering her eyes.

	Sandara didn’t say anything because there was nothing more to say. She didn’t implore him to stay and help her, even though she wished more than anything that he could. She realized that the reasons that gave him the strength to fight and reach this far became hers also. And then she understood her secret weapon: not that she was dead and thus free from the limitations of a physical body, but that she loved him and was ready to do anything for him. Love and logic never walked tail-to-tail—and they won’t this time, either, she thought, and she decided not to anguish in vain about Ugo’s perceived superiority. She looked Gill in his eyes to make him understand that she was aware of his expectations and had no intention of proving anything less to him.

	“You’re right,” she said, smiling. “You’re right, as usual—it’s my fight.”

	Gill read the determination in her eyes and knew that Ugo would finally meet his match.

	“Listen, I don’t think it’s a bright idea to count on Ugo to drive you to the aliens in this ship,” she said. “Better take the Grammian ship, and I’ll make sure he won’t attack you.”

	“I’ll do it.”

	“But before you leave, promise me one thing.”

	“Anything!” he said, smiling broadly.

	“Promise that after the end of the madness, you’ll let me delete myself.”

	“You really have to do this?”

	“Gill! I’m surprised to hear such a question from you,” she reproached him, pretending she didn’t get the reason for his unhappiness. 

	“All right, I promise,” he sighed.

	“I’m afraid of the change,” she whispered. “I… I don’t want to live like that. I don’t want to live without a kyi,” she tried to justify her decision.

	“I understand and respect your decision,” he said, feeling a lump in his throat at the thought that soon, he’d lose her again.

	He hurried to exit the destroyer when he remembered something.

	“Before I leave, I have to talk to Ugo.”

	Sandara turned back and entered the forest, calling the jure. After a few moments, he appeared in the meadow, and shortly after, she came out, too.

	“I couldn’t find—” she began; then her eyes stopped on his silhouette, and she couldn’t restrain a shiver of disgust.

	“My dear niece, what a pleasure to see you again,” Ugo said with a grimace, loading his words with all the aversion and ridicule he was capable of.

	“Niece?” exclaimed Gill, surprised.

	“Eh, old story… Forbat and I once were half brothers of the same mother. We got along fine, until the fool turned against me.”

	“Mind your tongue, monster, when you talk about my father,” exclaimed Sandara, throwing flaming rikanes from her eyes.

	“Well? How do you like your new life after life? Isn’t it amazing how you just have to die a little bit to change your perspective?” The abomination grinned without a trace of compassion, delighted to have the opportunity to annoy her again. “I hope you’re grateful I made you immortal!”

	“You call this immortality?” she exclaimed, disgusted.

	“Why—”

	“I called you to give Sandara the codes,” Gill interrupted him, tired of listening to his sarcasm.

	“What codes?” Ugo said, feigning surprise.

	“Uralia’s codes. Forbat said he gave you the codes of the world.”

	“Oh yes, the codes… He always wants something,” he muttered to himself. “You’re very hard to please—did you know that?” Ugo forced himself to smile, but his eyes were throwing deadly glances. He looked around as if he could find something to save him from the impasse. He became almost comical in his pathetic attempt to stall. “Uh, you know what? Wouldn’t it be better to—”

	“No! Give her the codes, or I will start all over again,” Gill hissed menacingly, his left hand on the bracelet.

	“All right, all right, I’ll give her the codes!” the jure exploded, disfigured by rage. “I wonder what she is going to do with them. We all know she’s hopeless at programming!”

	Grimacing with disgust, he threw a tablet at Sandara’s feet. Seemingly unaffected by his manners, the female took it from the ground and pushed some buttons on the small display embedded in the fabric of her sleeve. She folded the tablet on her forearm and told Gill, “I got them!”

	“Now that we did that, I’ll be delighted if I never see your sorry mugs again,” the jure told them. “I’m done with you, and if you don’t like it, you might as well blow yourself into pieces. Preferably far away from here,” he said, gnashing his teeth. “Whatever you want from me, I don’t want to hear it. And no, you can’t use this ship, which I don’t know how to drive!” He was such a terrible liar. “Take the Grammian ship!”

	He turned back, swollen by rage, and vanished into the forest. Shortly after, a small hill grew in the background while the red light of a star dawned over the meadow—a sign that the jure was working hard to restore Uralia. For now, it seemed he was building only one island, but Gill had no doubt that soon, others would follow.

	“All right, I’m leaving, then,” Gill said warmly.

	“Promise… promise you’ll come back soon!”

	“I will. Can you handle Ugo?”

	“You bet I can! Good luck.” She smiled encouragingly.

	“Listen, if anything happens—”

	“Go now! I’ll take care of everything,” she said, forcing herself to smile.

	Without wasting more time, he rushed to leave the ship.

	“Gill!” she called to him just as he was about to step out.

	“Yes?” he said, turning back from the door. 

	“Thank you.”

	“For what?” he asked, surprised.

	“For your trust,” she said, and she smiled again.

	She was trying to be brave like a true grah, to lift from his shoulders the weight of the thought that he was leaving her alone to handle the monster, although she suspected she wouldn’t be too successful with that. They were both painfully aware that the huge stakes were about to play out there, not on Antyra’s outskirts. With this thought, the news that she had died seemed a mere trifle.

	***

	After reaching the cave at the base of the Mayan temple, Gill piled the stone blocks over the floor gap to cover the hole. There was plenty of light outside—it was most likely past noon—when he finally emerged from the gallery. Even though he risked being seen, he started to run around the ancient platforms to reach the Grammian ship.

	To his complete surprise, as soon as he turned the corner to the main temple, he landed right in front of an alien couple. Due to his speed, he almost knocked them over.

	They were tall and thin, with a yellowish mane—strikingly different from the aliens of the overturned chariot, even though their faces had somewhat similar morphological features. probably belonging to a closely related species. At his sight, they froze, more frightened of him than he was of them. The female dropped a black device with a big lens on it. Judging by how she had held it in front of her eyes, it could have been some sort of primitive recording tool. Without waiting for them to come back to their senses, he pulled the space and dashed forward, feeling pinched again that he couldn’t take the aliens to Antyra to study them in greater detail.

	He then came to the spot right in the middle of Xochicalco’s main square, which, to his great misfortune, was full of tourists. He stopped for a brief moment to find his way, and that was the precise moment when the mayhem began. As soon as the people noticed him, cries of terror erupted all around him. The creatures jumped like mad off the terraces, running all over the place to get out of his way. Soon, he was alone in the square, which didn’t bother him at all.

	***

	Ugo was nowhere to be found. Sandara felt torn between the need to keep an eye on him and the desire to secretly find some way to ruin his plans. She whistled loudly, and her portal sphere materialized on the discoidal grass of the meadow. So far, nothing had changed, although she wasn’t hoping to be that lucky in the long run. After all, the island had been created by Ugo, thus obeying the rules designed by him. Her only consolation—if one could call it that—was that Ugo had no conceivable way to disconnect or destroy her, since she was dead. However, he could do other things to ensure she wouldn’t ruin his plans, and even though he hadn’t had much time to plot some wickedness against her, that could change quickly…

	She stormed inside her portal—a large building resembling a grah fortress, full of armor suits aligned along stone columns draped in blue fabric.

	“Load the virtual architects!” she ordered aloud.

	In an instant, a bunch of translucent floating displays surrounded her, turning the hall into a sort of command room. Most screens only displayed statics, a sign that Uralia wasn’t yet restored to all its previous greatness.

	Excited, she removed the plate from her forearm. Of course, every Ropolitan had the right to build things, customize the portal, or invent new patches of land—the parhontes could even create their own little islands, although few had done it—and depending on the fragments of the keys they got, they had access to a more or less consistent jumble of the virtual world’s resources. But until Uralia’s fall, no one had mastered the five complete codes.

	She quickly accessed the vertical display floating at her right side. Her fingers ran with dexterity along the screen’s surface.

	“What’s the status of the AI families?”

	“Level III, eighty-nine percent available. Levels I, II, IV, and V, one hundred available,” replied a suave voice.

	“Activate the access codes!”

	Right away, five fields of different colors appeared on the screen. She touched the plate to the surface of the display, and the codes flowed into their proper fields. The yellow code, for the habited islands, activated successfully. The same happened with the blue one belonging to the games. Those were the two codes known by three architects in the council, but they were changed when they woke up Ugo because he also knew them before he died. Then came the fire-red level III, the security level granting access to the prison islands and Firalia 9; the green level of the Parhontes Council; and the brown one, the world of shadows—the keeper of the kaura dead, she thought, shivering. Brown was the most guarded secret. Thousands and thousands of monsters like Ugo and herself were guarded by the brown string of symbols. Some abstract symbols represented the only protection of the physical universe, and now Ugo had them, too. What were the parhontes thinking when they gave him the keys? She didn’t have the slightest intention of waking them up to find out. If things went her way, Uralia’s world—the only world she ever knew, wonderful and frighteningly cruel at the same time—would end up deleted. Deleted forever. Now that all its virtual inhabitants were dead or disconnected, there was no point in its existence.

	Suddenly driven by inspiration, she told the interface, “I want to change the codes!”

	“Only the council of the parhontes may vote a password change,” the screen replied.

	“The council is dead. I am the new council, and I want to change them now!” she yelled with her characteristic impetuosity.

	“Sorry, but that is impossible,” replied the virtual architect, in the same even-toned voice. “Only the council may approve the change.”

	There was no point in insisting. She wouldn’t be able to block Ugo from changing the world as he pleased, but on the other tail, he wouldn’t be able to stop her, either. The artificial intelligences guarded Uralia better than she imagined. That, of course, would only last until the monster found a way to control or corrupt them. Or wake up the Parhontes Council. Somehow, however, she doubted that Ugo would make such a stupid mistake.

	Sandara was painfully aware that time was running out. The prospect of Ugo roaming around and building some patch of grass didn’t seem exceedingly plausible. Most likely, he was cooking up a nasty plan to prevent Gill from reaching the aliens.

	She ran out of the portal, followed by a yellow architect display. A quick glance confirmed her worst fears—no landscape improvement, no new hill, no forest… not a single sign that Ugo was building the world. She turned to the translucent display floating nearby.

	“I want a rock!”

	A strange numbness she had not experienced in a long time tickled her forehead. First slow, then faster and faster, dozens of tinglings started to chase one another inside her head. A rupture appeared in the meadow’s continuum, out of which came a matrix, slowly turning into a stone. An ugly, brown, misshapen boulder was now resting on the grass. She kicked it, angered that she had neglected the programming discipline to such an extent.

	“I didn’t imagine it like that; it’s awfully ugly! Can’t you read my thoughts properly?” she bristled at the screen. “Larger, yellow, and sparkling!”

	After several failed attempts, she finally got something acceptable. She grabbed it and ran inside her portal.

	“Table!” said Sandara, and a translucent surface appeared in the main hall, on which she threw the boulder. “Scan it!” she ordered the yellow architect.

	A blue ray burst from a lens fixed on the ceiling, and one of the nearby screens scrolled the stone’s algorithms.

	“Wait, wait, stop,” she told the screen. “I want to copy the stone. How can I do it?” Receiving no answer, she searched frantically on another screen. “Copy… copy… not good. Wait,” she exclaimed, “call the function index. How did the architects clone a forest? Come on, Sandara! Remember when Forbat took you to build an island—what’s its name? Search duplicate, right, something easier. Look, a wild acajaa patch… very good, very good! Father, why did I never listened to you?” she lamented. “Please don’t take off before I’m done,” Sandara whispered, as if Gill could hear her.

	She was working with a speed she never thought she could reach in her entire life, her hearts beating madly, convinced that only a thin strip of time stood between her and disaster. 

	After several agonizing minutes, she finally found what she was looking for.

	“Right, right, this is it! Take this function and scan the stone again,” she said, pulling the code from the index screen and throwing it into the yellow architect. “I want you to change the algorithms so that I can duplicate it just like it is here,” she told the virtual architect.

	Immediately, a yellow light came from the same lens and scanned the stone. Without hesitation, Sandara took the boulder and pulled it with both hands. The stone began to stretch like a rubber band; before long, it separated into two boulders identical to the original one. 

	“Excellent,” she exclaimed triumphantly.

	***

	After having passed through the ruins of Xochicalco without further adventures, Gill reached the ship. Once he pressed the bump in the wall, the door sealed, and he ran to the navigation table on the bridge. Although he had never taken off from a planet, Gill was pretty sure he could do it; he’d spied Ugo’s driving, and the controls seemed simple enough even for an archivist.

	“Let’s see what happens…”

	He touched a random area on Mapu’s orbit, and the navigation wheel appeared around his finger. “Great!” After slightly pressing his finger like Ugo did, he used the other hand to accelerate by touching the speed circle. The ship’s shaking announced to him that he had left the planet.

	Suddenly, the table’s surface rippled, and Mapu disappeared; its place was taken by a myriad of stars. Now came the hard part, but luckily for him, the galactic map was translated into Antyran. He quickly spotted a familiar name: Antyra. Mapu was in the same sector, so he didn’t have to search very far. A few moments later, he was heading toward it at full speed.

	***

	Overly worried, Sandara ran across the islet, looking for Ugo. Where did you hide, monster? He was clearly planning to shoot down Gill’s ship, and she couldn’t find him quickly enough if she wasted time scouring every bush. What would Ugo do? He’d use his little spies. Of course! She laughed, delighted. And I don’t have to break my tail programming them; their code already exists!

	“I want a licant spy right here,” she told the yellow architect screen floating nearby, which was following her every step.

	Right away, a licant matrix appeared in her palm, quickly becoming alive. She whistled for her portal and ran inside, followed by the display.

	“Change its code so that I can duplicate it like the stone,” she ordered. As soon as the licant lay on the table, the yellow light scanned it.

	The process had barely ended when she grabbed the creature and ran outside with it. She began to frantically pull it apart, creating more and more new licants.

	“Duplicate!” she ordered.

	Immediately, the flyers stretched and separated, doubling their number. Sandara repeated the order a few more times. Soon, a sizable pack of licants was swarming around her.

	“Search for Ugoriksom,” she ordered them. “Don’t you dare to come back until you find his tail!”

	A whirling river of licants erupted in the four corners of the forest, searching everywhere with their panoramic eyes.

	Even though she didn’t have to wait long, Sandara had the feeling that a whole eternity passed before the small forearm display came to life, streaming the images recorded through the eyes of one of her spies. The abomination was hiding inside a big hollow tree! She rushed there, following the cheerful licant that had returned to lead the way.

	The old tree was a true giant of the forest. Sandara ran around its trunk to search for a way in, and she discovered a narrow gap about two yards above ground, large enough to allow her to pass through. She grabbed its edges and jumped inside, landing on the metal floor of a strange dome. Since she was used to the quirks of the virtual world, she wasn’t at all surprised that the room turned out to be much larger on the inside than what the tree trunk would normally accommodate.

	The hall’s walls were made of bark, pierced here and there to allow the starlight to reach inside. The ceiling was a huge concave screen of the galactic map, the rest of the room being the bridge of the Sigian destroyer! The cockpits, the distortion sphere, everything was there! Ugo and his virtual architects were busy stretching strange, luminescent threads between Uralia’s floating screens and the displays of the Sigian fighter cockpits—no doubt to drive the destroyer from that place. 

	Ugo’s screens were all red—AI architects from Firalia 9, Sandara noticed, worried. The color gave away another of his betrayals: Ugo had abused his position when he was the city’s jure to hide his secrets on Firalia 9, far from the prying eyes of Forbat and the other Ropolitans. Who knew what horrors he concealed there!

	Ugo turned as soon as he heard the grah’s landing.

	“How did you find me?” he exclaimed, surprised.

	He looked around, spotting the shadow of a licant sneaking along a crack. Others were flying outside around the trees, playfully chasing one another through the star rays.

	“You sent spies! I’m finally impressed,” he said mockingly. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have something to finish.”

	“What are you doing here?” she snapped.

	“That’s none of your concern! And I don’t remember inviting you in!” he replied with a sardonic grin.

	He made a large hand sign, and the main hollow opened its rims wide. At the same time, the floor under Sandara’s feet extended outside the tree trunk, carrying her along. The floor swiftly retracted, and she fell to the ground, hitting another tree before reaching the grass. 

	Without looking the least affected by her uncle’s lack of manners, Sandara scrambled to her feet so quickly that she barely touched the ground. She ran back to the hollow, but the gap had narrowed its edges so much that it was now impossible to slip inside. Sandara dropped an exclamation of annoyance, accompanied by the monster’s derisive laughter.

	She grabbed the tree and climbed nimbly on its trunk, hoping to find a crack large enough to sneak in. But all were too small for that. However, she had no intention of giving up that easily; back on the ground, she whistled for her sphere.

	“Wow, my little niece called her portal?” she heard Ugo say with a chuckle. “Let’s see what she can do better than a five-year-old kid.”

	Without bothering to answer, Sandara stepped inside the portal. Soon, she came out again, carrying a bulky tubular container in her arms.

	She hesitated for a split second before pulling out her slender tail from its back pocket. She coiled it around the silvery tube and started to climb the trunk, with difficulty, until she reached a small crack on the top of the trunk. 

	Ugo was working frantically at his displays while glancing at her from time to time, apparently amused by her childish efforts to sabotage him. His amusement ended rather abruptly when she opened the tube and spilled its contents through the crack. The abomination’s scream of disgust showed her that she reached the target.

	“Dolmecs!”

	Thousands of parasitic scavengers, stinking worse than a mountain of putrid carcasses, fell inside the dome—some of them landing right on the avatar’s head. The aggressive critters didn’t waste time, jumping around and sticking their disgusting suckers on all available surfaces—especially on Ugo’s exposed head and hands—in search of a nice meal to lick.

	“I made them hungry, as you like them. I didn’t forget your phobia, Uncle, ” Sandara said, laughing loudly. “Enjoy your meal!” she added to the dolmecs sarcastically. 

	As expected, it was less than a second before Ugo stormed out of his dome, madly wiping at the parasites stuck on his head and clothes, his face twisted in anger. When he spoke, his voice intonation didn’t promise anything good.

	“Crazy female, what do you think you’re doing?”

	“I thought it was obvious—I’m having a little fun,” Sandara said with a giggle as she climbed down the tree.

	“The fun is over! Look, for the sake of old times, I’m willing to forgive your follies if you get out of my way—right now!”

	“You really lost your smell,” Sandara exclaimed. “I’ll never let you harm Gill! I suppose that’s what you were about to do, right?”

	“Don’t you understand that he’s going to the aliens? They’ll do anything to stop their future gods, you and me!” he said, emphasizing the last words. “I know you care about him—I saw it in your eyes on Acanthia—but I can’t spare his life. We have to do it if we want to live!”

	“Speak for yourself,” she replied coldly. “I want Gill to reach the aliens and come back with them, and you won’t fly anywhere in this ship!”

	“You don’t leave me any other choice. You force me to do something I didn’t want to do… to my own niece. Well, it’s your choice,” he said, gnashing his teeth menacingly.

	“Unbelievable, you’re having scruples,” she said quizzically. “Now you’ve really made me curious!”

	“I don’t have time for this nonsense! Your friend has reached the orbit, and I have to prepare a little surprise for him,” he exclaimed, exasperated, while glancing at the trajectory of Gill’s ship on a red display that had followed him outside the hollow.

	“If you dare—”

	“Enough! You’ll have the honor of being the first one to try my new creations. I present you… my little soldiers!”

	At his sign, a patch of discoidal grass crumbled in all directions, and a large matrix materialized in the rupture. Another identical one appeared nearby. They filled with shivering flesh, which quickly awoke to life. The lumps became two guvals, maybe even fiercer than in the games—their tiny eyes bloodshot with rage and fangs dripping foul-smelling saliva. Their fur was brown, not gray as usual.

	“And you think these two will stop me?” she replied. “Somehow you forgot I’m dead? This isn’t a game to disconnect me!”

	“Ahh, but here’s where you’re wrong about that! Will you please observe their nice little teeth? At least now, if you never paid attention to programming.” the monster said, grinning.

	Indeed, the air around the yellowed teeth was hazy, as if its molecules were in constant turmoil.

	“The most efficient delete functions ever written! They’re able to destroy Uralia’s fabric—and your avatar, too—if I give the order. Of course, you might hope that the island’s regeneration routines will repair the damage, but the wonderful news is that my deletion is eighty percent more efficient than the recovery. At some point, the stem algorithms lose the race, and poof, the avatar disappears.” He grinned with the happy face of a father proudly presenting his exceptionally gifted offspring.

	“Traitor! How long did you work on this? There’s no way you programmed them just now!”

	“Ha-ha, I’m afraid you’re right on that one.”

	Sandara realized, stunned, that if such an attack had happened to a bixanid on a habitable island, the immortality chip would have been tricked that it detected cerebral death… while in fact, it was only the death of the avatar. The chip would have triggered the neural scanning, causing the physical death of the bixanid. Ugo knew it all too well because he had programmed the chips…

	“You intended to kill all of us if we blocked your expansion! The immortality chips you invented were a trap! You took our shells hostage so that you could kill us along with the avatars!”

	“You’re unbelievably keen today,” he said, giving her a mocking bow. “I admit, it crossed my tail, but what did you expect of me? I was attacked from all sides! My best friends became my enemies; I was threatened daily to be exiled back to Kaura. You have no idea what it’s like to live in such conditions! I had to take some precautions!” he whined.

	“How blind we were to ignore your madness!” she exclaimed, horrified.

	Ugo’s mug froze in a grotesque grin.

	“I’ll forget what you just said,” he said, gnashing his teeth. “I’m telling you for the last time: if you leave me alone, I’m not going to kill you… right now. My guvals guard the dome. Just try to approach…”

	“Then you have to kill me!”

	“So be it! Kill her!” he ordered scornfully. 

	He returned to his hollow tree while the guvals jumped on her, each biting one arm.

	Yes, he thought, it is better this way. Even though Sandara often annoyed him, he respected his niece—with all due respect for a formidable foe—and wanted to offer her a proper death for a grah (at least the second one, if the first wasn’t much of one). Sandara had no idea that he could have killed her with his bare hands by jumping on her ganglions, like he parasitized Gill, and manually deleting her synapses with his miraculous function built for his beasts’ fangs. But why mess his tail instead of leaving the dirty job for the guvals when he had bothered so much to program them?

	He felt obliged to use them… especially now that he had the entire red code. Ugo could have never imagined that there, in the grove of a virtual forest stored in the belly of an alien destroyer, he would finally have the chance to test the secret plan on which he had worked for so many expanded years…

	The discovery of the way to control one’s neurons wasn’t a trivial thing. On the contrary! Surely it could be considered his greatest creation. And nobody knew about it…

	True, some parhontes suspected something. Especially that scoundrel, Forbat. I read it in his eyes, he remembered. But he knew I defeated him. He knew they were at my tail’s mercy after the other fools believed my lies about the bracelet and voted for me in the council. He smiled happily, remembering his little victory on the last day of Uralia’s existence.

	Death only brought him benefits after they had woken him up from the amnesic smog. After all, the genetic chains didn’t really matter when he had Firalia’s expanded time at his disposal, along with the war algorithms he and the other architects created for the city’s defense. It took him many years—much more than an Antyran life-span—to change the programs intended to control the fighters on Firalia 9—algorithms that allowed him to see what they saw, to transmit orders and information directly to their ganglions. That’s how he could read Gill’s memory and find out about the Sigians; that’s how he programmed the guvals and analyzed the bracelet to copy Uralia into its memory.

	And of course, there was his secret island, which he mockingly named ‘Forbatina’. The council never discovered how much he “borrowed” from Firalia’s resources because he learned how to make things invisible. His structures hidden throughout the swamps of the black forest couldn’t be found as the whole island was invisible, except for those who knew how to reach it. Yes, Ugo was the best architect, and he deserved to become a god.

	The fangs pierced Sandara’s arms, and yet not a single muscle flinched on her face. The stem algorithms were trying to patch the damage but obviously were unable to keep up with the task. 

	Following Ugo’s order, the bloodthirsty monsters pulled each arm in a different direction to dismember her… But then, a strange thing happened: Sandara started to stretch. 

	It wasn’t the normal behavior of an avatar about to be pulled out of its matrix functions. She was dividing!

	Her head widened, and then it split down the middle, followed by the other organs. Soon, the separation was almost over, except for a common foot.

	Ugo was about to step inside the hollow when he deigned to glance over his shoulder to make sure he had gotten rid of the meddlesome niece. The view filled him with horror, seeing the two Sandaras—each grabbed by a guval—pulling their common leg to separate it. His problem with Sandara, instead of being solved, had just doubled! And something whispered in his gills that the grah female wasn’t going to stop there…

	It took a few moments until his voice came back, during which the females fully separated. Ugo wasn’t dumb—he didn’t become the jure of Uralia/Ropolis for nothing—he knew all too well to appreciate a disaster when he saw one. And what he saw in front of his eyes was nothing short of a monumental catastrophe.

	“Curse your tail! What have you done, crazy female?” he exclaimed, horrified, an ugly grimace twisting his face. 

	“I did what a five-year-old could have done,” one of them mocked him. “Before I came here, I took the small precaution of changing my algorithms so that I can duplicate. Something you can’t do,” she said with a smile, happy to finally see him scared to death.

	“Stop pulling!” he ordered the guvals, terrified. I totally forgot she can copy herself, he thought, cursing his bad luck. “Rip them to pieces!” he shouted hysterically. “Rip their flesh without pulling them apart!”

	“I don’t think that’s going to help much,” one of the girls said, shaking her head with feigned sadness. “Check this out: duplicate!” she ordered aloud. Immediately, the two Sandaras began to divide like the licants did, quickly becoming four Sandaras. The plan was working flawlessly.

	Ugo’s jaw fell in astonishment, his throat suddenly drier than the deserts of Antyra II. Eventually, he found his voice, muttered, “Damn! Damn!” and turned back to run away from the hollowed tree. 

	The jure was running through the forest as if the shadow of death was chasing him, convinced that he’d soon end up with a horde of nieces piling up on his back. And to his chagrin, he was still able to hear some Sandara’s crystalline voice shouting, “Duplicate!” He didn’t need much creativity to imagine what happened next.

	He had to win a bit of time by any means, now that time was flowing against him.

	More and more guvals materialized around the jure and rushed to the heat of the battle. But if the number of his soldiers was growing arithmetically with each guval programmed, the Sandaras obviously multiplied in a geometrical fashion. Soon, her copies crowded the forest, filling it with the clamor that only an army of females could make.

	It didn’t take long for his guvals to finish an avatar, especially when they attacked in packs. The ugly wounds gaping in the Sandaras’ flesh healed quickly, but the jaws of the beasts were moving so fast that eventually someone died in a flash of light. When that happened, the forest’s fabric became ripped apart, absorbing the gored matrix of the victim. But the Sandaras didn’t care about losses, each fallen clone being replaced by a whole pack.

	At the site of the carnage, the destruction became so extensive that even the island appeared affected. White foamy patches dotted the grass where the reckless guvals accidentally tore the fabric of the world. Of course, the island’s algorithms were growing back the meadow over the decimated areas.

	Seeing that, without weapons, they didn’t have a better chance of stopping the bloodthirsty monsters than a swarm of myopic licants, several Sandaras called their portals to program various weapons and armor. Meanwhile, the others were fighting bare-handed, which was little more than offering their bodies to keep the guvals busy with tearing them apart.

	One of the Sandaras was able to materialize a rudimentary laser lens and hurried out of her portal, opening fire on the nearest guval. Its fur caught fire in a spectacular orange blaze, the shock freezing the monster in place. But in a few seconds, the genetic algorithms healed it, the fur growing back as if it had never burned.

	Other armed Sandaras joined the first one, attacking the guvals with various laser lenses, sarpans, trilates, falchies, gorgs, and other—more or less—blunt weapons, only to find that the guvals regenerated like them.

	“They can’t be destroyed!” the females realized, dismayed. The same algorithms that protected their integrity made the monsters almost immortal. They needed weapons with the same functions as the teeth of the guvals, but it might take them years, or rather, centuries—Ugo wouldn’t have missed the opportunity to throw in the word millennia—to program such a code. They had no other chance but to divide and offer their bodies to the slaughter, hoping for… what?

	Their initial optimism turned into bitterness, even though the bright side was that Ugo seemed too busy to be able to attack Gill. Yet the Sandaras had no idea how long they could hold him like that. After all, the jure knew where Gill was heading. He probably had a few days to catch his ship and blow it to pieces, given the superb qualities of the Sigian destroyer.

	They were fighting with incredible ferocity. Death, even virtual, was no less painful than the real one, and none of the clones was less Sandara than the others. With each disconnection, Sandara died one more time. Nobody, not one of Antyra’s daughters, was cursed like her, fated to die again and again in an endless, absurd nightmare. But those left alive didn’t care—they refused to care, determined to sacrifice themselves as many times as needed to give Gill a chance to stay alive.

	A real battlefront formed in the forest. Thousands and thousands of Sandaras arranged in grah triangles, most of them now dressed in shiny blue armor, were fighting a pack of hundreds of guvals. And the number of fighters on both sides kept growing. Other females behind the front line were testing more or less bizarre methods, hoping that something might work against the savage monsters. One of them found that the drughira95 was a pretty efficient weapon. She spun it over her head as she knew the ancient soldiers used to and slammed the snout of the nearest guval, smashing its teeth. The monster, howling in pain, stepped back and covered its snout with its hairy paws until it regenerated. Soon, more and more Sandaras got the idea, abandoning the grah falchies.

	Getting strength in their growing numbers and powerful weapons, a large group forced the right flank of the guvals, hitting them thirstily. They were trying to breach the line and reach Ugo, who was hiding behind his monsters.

	After a while, they reached the abyss at the edge of Uralia’s only floating island, and a familiar view greeted them below: the hideous clouds draping the sinister world of the damned, Kaura—fully restored. If they managed to throw Ugo in the amnesic smog, their problem was as good as solved!

	Ugo glanced, terrified, over the hairy backs of his guvals and saw the battlefront approaching quickly. The unexpected retreat of his army took him—again—by surprise, forcing him to create more and more guvals to resist the push and hampering his attempts to change the libraries that held the ‘duplicate’ algorithm used by the savages to increase their insane numbers.

	“Lo, they ride on moulans now! They never had a single bit of decency,” he snorted, angered by his niece—or rather, nieces, for he now had thousands of them. As if their insane dividing didn’t burn enough resources already, they felt the need to consume them on moulans as well. He made a raw estimate of the functions required to render a moulan and was struck with horror. We’re going to run out of resources! He suddenly remembered that he didn’t have time to activate the destroyer’s memory, except for a small unit.

	He would have liked to shout at them to stop before they ruined everything, to scold them like disobedient children, yet he knew all too well that they wouldn’t listen—Sandara never listened to him—and that the only thing that could really arouse their interest was to see him dead at their feet…

	At a glance, he decided he had no time to freeze the ’duplicate’ algorithm—after all, it wouldn’t help even if he succeeded. There were already too many clones, and his guvals had reached the edge of the island. A few more steps and they’d fall to Kaura. The only way to change the tide of the battle was to make them divisible, too. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to help the resources problem… on the contrary.

	With a deep sigh, he turned his back to the lost battle. The time had come to run away—and quickly!

	“Island!” he ordered aloud to the nearest red architect.

	A patch of rock about ten yards across, barely visible, materialized about half a mile from him. He stared at it, unable to accept that the thing he feared most had already happened.

	“That’s not what I ordered,” he exclaimed with feigned anger, hoping that the virtual architect had lost its electrons and didn’t get his simple command. “Larger!”

	“Insufficient resources,” the display replied.

	“What do you mean by that?”

	Ugo turned around and found the reason. The army of Sandaras had reached an insane size, larger than the whole Ropolis population. He had to do something—immediately, before they burned all the resources available in the other levels.

	“Red level at one hundred percent usage,” answered the interface.

	“Transfer the other levels!”

	“How much?”

	“Everything!”

	“Level V can’t be used without the council’s vote,” the display replied in a smug voice.

	“All right, use what you can!”

	He turned back and shouted, “Island!”

	The island reached several hundred yards.

	“Bridge!” he ordered.

	A narrow strip of rock stretched over the abyss, and Ugo ran toward the islet, closely followed by a cohort of red screens. After reaching the destination, he made a hand sign, and the bridge disappeared. 

	He whistled for his portal and jumped inside. I should have done this from the very beginning, he chided himself. On the displays around him, thousands of functions were flowing like the water of a raging river. There, my little, soon you’ll be able to divide, too! Let’s see what they will do then, he thought, then laughed like a mad grah.

	The line of beasts finally crumbled. On the entire length of the island, hundreds of guvals were falling into the abyss in a hairy waterfall, dragging along scores of Sandaras on their battle moulans. In a matter of minutes, no monster was left alive. 

	The tired grahs couldn’t afford to enjoy their little victory. They had to find a way to stop Ugo before he killed them all.

	No one had any clue how to do that, but surprisingly, although they were identical, they were able to think of different solutions. Maybe the short time since they began an independent life was enough to change their perceptions in subtle ways, perhaps the neuron synapses followed rules too complex to hit the same pattern, or maybe their copying didn’t make “identical” clones. No matter the explanation, the sum of their collective imagination was larger than one.

	“Anyone tried to program something for flying?” yelled a Sandara.

	“Flying is for games only,” replied another one. “Oh, you’re right—we have all the codes,” she blushed, embarrassed.

	“I’m trying, I’m trying,” said one while typing hastily on the displays. “It’s so slow!”

	“I don’t know how to move a function from the blue to the yellow area,” complained one nearby.

	“Hurry up, will you?” exclaimed the first one, exasperated, while spying the jure’s moves on a screen through the eyes of the licants sent to follow him.

	The noise of their heated discussions filled the forest. One of them ran to the edge of the island and made a sign; right away, a patch of earth materialized on the shore, extending the land a few feet. Others, seeing her success, started to work on the bridge to Ugo’s lair.

	It was hard work, much harder than when Ugo had done it, but still, the work progressed. More and more Sandaras came to the edge of the abyss and expanded the land.

	“Encrypt the bridge so that Ugo can’t erase it from under our feet!”

	“I thought of that,” exploded the one with the idea. “Why do you think it’s going so slow?”

	“He’ll run to another island,” complained the third.

	“Oh, shut up!” snapped the fourth. “You always grumble!”

	“Soon, he’ll run out of resources,” exclaimed another clone. “Perhaps we should speed up that moment,” she smiled. “Dupli—”

	“Hey! You want to run out of space on our island?” a sixth clone admonished her. “Isn’t it enough how many of us died already?”

	While her “sisters” were working hard on the bridge between the floating islands, a Sandara spotted something glimmering in the discoidal grass. Even though the grah wasn’t the kind of female attracted by sparkling trinkets, this time she made an exception: she pushed the grass out of the way and saw a tooth—or rather, a fang. A guval fang “extracted” by a drughira. With her hearts about to break her chest, she realized that the tooth distorted the air around it, hurting the island, which tried in vain to heal itself. The guval teeth had the delete algorithm embedded in them! The finding left her speechless… She tried to touch it, but it burned like molten metal. And yet, the root didn’t seem to be dangerous. Of course! That was the place where the killer function modulated on the beast’s jaw and had to protect it from self-digestion. She took the fang and ran to the nearest Sandaras.

	“Look what I’ve got here!” she shouted over their chatter.

	From the first glance, all of them understood the implications of the discovery.

	“Search everywhere! Recover every single tooth!” she ordered.

	Before she had even finished the command, the Sandaras dropped in the grass, carefully picking out every guval fang. And there were plenty of them!

	The purple luster of a sarpan materialized like a thin llandro, chased out of nothingness by Sandara’s imagination. When it touched the fangs laid on a table in the portal sphere, the metal flowed voluptuously and embedded them symmetrically, turning the weapon into a monstrous jaw. More and more sarpans and drughiras swallowed the teeth found by the other grahs.

	With a joyful battle cry, the confident horde launched the attack on the newly built bridge. Meanwhile, on the other island, Ugo also had reasons to rejoice: the updated code of his guvals was ready for use.

	“Let’s see, let’s see,” he exclaimed, delighted. He materialized a guval in front of him and ordered, “Duplicate.”

	Right away, the guval turned into two. After several more orders, more and more surrounded the small hill raised by Ugo on the islet, from where he was surveying the future battlefield as any good commander was supposed to do.

	Meanwhile, the grahs had reached a tail’s distance from his island. His nostrils quivered, waiting for the slaughter. Ugo shouted in derision, “You arrived just in time, my dear nieces!”

	At his sign, the last gap of the bridge disappeared, the two islands becoming connected.

	“Rip them to pieces!” he ordered the newly bred beasts, which rushed to attack.

	The two lines slammed ferociously on the shore of the islet, and right from the beginning, Ugo sensed that something was wrong. The Sandaras punched through the line of guvals as if it was made of seafoam, armed this time with equal weapons and still enjoying a crushing numerical superiority. They smashed the guvals’ snouts mercilessly with their drughiras; they cut them to pieces with their sarpan saws and pierced them with their falchies. And for each fallen Sandara, more and more riders charged forward with blind rage, carelessly stepping over the swarm of fighters in front of them. Along the whole length of the bridge, a column of tens of thousands of Sandaras crowded, on their way to exterminate him.

	A giant melee was taking place near the islet. Every second, hordes of creatures were falling over the edge. The Sandaras were trying to push the monsters out of their way, without caring whether they, too, were falling into the sinister abyss. And even though the guvals became more numerous, the ones in the front line were pushed back, their vicious fangs flying all over the place, pounded away by the mighty drughiras. 

	For the jure perched on top of the hill, even more alarming was the finding that his indestructible guvals seemed a bit, well, killed by the weapons of his savage nieces. At first, he hoped his eyes were playing tricks on him, but the blinding flashes left no doubt that massive creatures disembodied in the islet’s fabric, much larger than the feeble bodies of the grah females.

	This can’t be, he thought, trying to calm down. It took me years to program it, and they managed to develop a delete algorithm so quickly? Ridiculous! Surely the flashes had another explanation…

	More and more Sandaras crowded on the islet, pushing the front line to the middle of it. But despite the speed of their advance, Ugo felt a crumb of hope, seeing that the line of guvals was thick enough to slow them down.

	Unfortunately, his hope didn’t last long. Although he usually knew how to turn things around even in desperate situations, this time Ugo had to concede that the revelation he just had—namely, that his guvals had stopped dividing, despite his commands—wasn’t exactly the best finding to keep his optimism flying.

	“Duplicate!” he screamed, terrified, at the surrounding guvals, but they didn’t seem to have any intention of multiplying in the foreseeable future. “Duplicate!” he yelled again.

	Driven by a gloomy feeling, he tried in a faint voice, “Extend the island.”

	“Insufficient resources,” the display replied. “All levels are full.”

	“Build a bridge, then.”

	“Insufficient resources.”

	That was it! He had no more resources. The Sandaras, in their reckless dividing, had swallowed them all. Seeing the end coming, an icy chill ran along his tail. He wanted so badly to delete his islet and kill everyone, but the islands couldn’t be deleted without the council’s express consent. Forbat’s masterpiece, the fool—if he was good at anything, it was inventing ridiculous rules to make life miserable for honest architects like him.

	The last lines of guvals gathered around him, suffocated by the sea of females. With a mental command, he became invisible. He knew his effort was wholly useless because he had no way of crossing their lines, but it hardly mattered now. Blinded by rage, he jumped on the first niece coming his way, a female perched on the back of a guval and busy with beheading it. Ugo stuck his mental claws deep into her spine, seeking to extract pain, atrocious pain that only he could find, to bring it to the surface, multiply it, and set it flowing through her veins.

	“Aaaiii,” screamed Sandara and fell to the ground, writhing in pain—in a totally peculiar way for a grah, but Ugo was a master when it came to inflicting suffering.

	Immediately realizing what was happening, another fighter hit her back bluntly. Sandara was almost cut in two, but the sarpan blow caused agonizing pain to Ugo, too. More and more Sandaras started to hit blindly with their weapons, even though they couldn’t see their target. Pierced from all sides, the monster had no alternative but to become visible.

	“I give up,” he screamed, terrified.

	He looked in horror at the sarpans and falchies pointed at his mug, seeing the air trembling around their edges.

	“Guval fangs! You used the fangs of my guvals!” he shouted madly.

	Ugo knew that he had underestimated his niece’s motivation to defeat him and that they now were stronger than him. He lost all his pride, all the earlier arrogance, and collapsed to the ground, broken, devastated by the unforgiving attack, unable to say anything.

	“Where are your screens?” asked one of them.

	“What screens?” he growled.

	“Ugo!”

	The jure had no intention of making their lives any easier, so he just threw them a fierce look, holding his jaws clenched. Then one of the grahs stumbled on something invisible and fell to the ground. She leaped to her feet, rubbing her face. Driven by a suspicion, she blew a fine golden powder she had materialized in her palm, which briefly outlined one of the invisible displays nearby. The Sandara blew again, and before the display had a chance to disappear, she tapped on its surface.

	“Stay visible, or I’ll make you a nice hole!” she shouted, pointing a laser lens at it.

	Trembling in fear, the red architect followed her orders and remained visible. With the help of the other fighters, more and more displays were found on the hill. Soon, a whole pack was escorted to Ugo, amid the cheerful shouts of the fighters. 

	After they had found all the interfaces, his captors again gathered around him.

	“Don’t kill me,” he said, sighing. 

	“Give me a reason!” snapped one Sandara, pointing her sarpan at his neck.

	“I can help. I… I can help you drive this ship.”

	“Kill him!” shouted another one. “We don’t go anywhere from here!”

	“All riiiight… go ahead and kill me,” the monster grinned. “Gill will die, too, but that’s your choice.”

	“What do you mean he’ll die?” asked the Sandara holding the sarpan.

	“He’s bluffing,” jumped another one.

	“Right, I’m bluffing,” he mocked her.

	The first Sandara poked him in the throat, looking indifferently at the bleeding wounds gaped by the fangs of her sarpan.

	“I’m counting to three.”

	Ugo could read the determination in her eyes and knew she wasn’t joking.

	“Gill is not going to return,” he said quickly.

	“What?”

	“Do you think the Grammians will let him go to the Federals? I’m sure they will kill him before he reaches the Rigulians. Think a bit logically. Oh, I forgot you can’t do—ouch!” he cried when the female jabbed him deeper.

	“You monster, don’t forget you’re at my mercy!”

	“If you want my help, get your piece of scrap off my neck!” he replied defiantly.

	Sandara pretended she didn’t hear, leaning even harder on the weapon’s handle.

	“All right, we’ll spare your life for the moment,” said another Sandara, pushing aside the sarpan of the first clone. “Say what you have to say, monster!”

	“The prophet is really friendly with the aliens called Grammians. I believe… I’ve some theories about…”

	“Leave the theories aside,” a Sandara said, cutting his explanations short. “What’s with Gill?”

	“Well, the Grammians won’t let him contact the Federals. I have my reasons to believe he’ll be attacked on Antyra’s outskirts.”

	The Sandaras felt the world crumbling around them. From what Gill had told about the so-called Antyran gods, the Grammians, they realized they had to take Ugo’s appraisal seriously.

	“Which I don’t dislike at all,” Ugo hurried to add, “but I tend to believe that you’re not going to agree.” He paused, grinning, before continuing, “And here comes my part—”

	“Which is?”

	“Errr… I could drive this ship…”

	“No way!”

	“I could teach one of you to drive it…”

	“That sounds better.”

	“I hope you understand that it will take some time before we pull this thing off!” he exclaimed with feigned exasperation. “If you’d give me back my architects and let me drive it, we’d take off quickly!” 

	“Regardless of the risks,” one of the Sandaras said, “you’re not getting anywhere near the displays. But there’s one thing I don’t get, and I really want you to enlighten me: Why were you so anxious to shoot Gill if you’re so sure that the Grammians are going to attack him anyway?”

	“You see, my dear niece,” said Ugo, this time without daring to sound as if he were mocking her, the memory of the sarpan’s teeth in his neck still lingering, “even I learn a few things now and then. I learned to appreciate this Antyran! He escaped so many times from the prophet’s tail that I was afraid he might do it again. And since I am acquainted with the Grammians, I’m not convinced they’re up to the task of killing him. It would have been much safer to blast him with my own hands. You know I’m a big fan of things done thoroughly,” he tried a reluctant smile.

	At that point, several Sandaras emerged on the hill, dragging what appeared to be some sort of huge egg. Ugo almost burst into laughter, realizing they wanted to close him inside it, until he noticed the air tremor along the inside walls. The walls and ceiling were made from guval teeth, and only the floor had a small spot with the roots up, allowing a space for him to stand. But underneath it, other teeth raised their deadly heads, so it was obvious he couldn’t escape through there.

	“Spacious dome,” a female said mockingly as soon as the egg arrived nearby.

	Ugo heard one of the Sandaras, who was busy studying a captured red architect, say loudly, “Well, well, did you know that Uncle Ugo recorded several experimental avatars before he died?”

	Unbearable! he thought, squirming. How did she find out so quickly?

	One of the Sandaras pushed him rather unceremoniously into the egg, which was installed on a pile of boulders. Ugo lost his balance and hit his back on the wall of teeth, which promptly bit his flesh. 

	“You know it hurts like hell, don’t you?” he lamented. 

	“Yes,” the Sandara who had pushed him in replied, smiling. “Yes, I know.”

	***

	While the Sandaras were struggling to put the abomination in chains, Gill struggled to order something to eat from the printers on the Grammian ship’s bridge—he was pretty sure that another serving of the horrible porridge would be unbearable. The stuff tasted so bad he’d rather chew the synthetic fluff he slept on than eat that atrocity again.

	After spending some time reading the huge printer index, he finally found something that resembled food. It was a cake of bozal pulp with four asok balls pressed on top of it. He couldn’t believe his luck—he had finally found Antyran food onboard the Grammian ship! He tasted it, and to his surprise, it was really good.

	Bent over the navigation table, he was staring at Antyra’s star when, suddenly, one of the hot balls melted the bozal pulp and fell through his fingers—right on the navigation table. The surface, being tactile, reacted to the mishap in the worst possible way: Antyra’s star vanished from the screen, and the ship made a series of crazy jumps and tumbles.

	With his hearts shrunk as a fluff of licant, he threw the cake and wiped off the table, causing even more chaos in the navigation systems. I have a hunch the Grammians weren’t allowed to eat here, he thought, upset by his carelessness. It took him some time to find Antyra and set the course in the right direction.

	 


CHAPTER 15.

	“Today is the end of innocence!” Baitar Raman shouted, grinning at his Gondarran assassins before he gave the order to attack. Of course, anyone—including Raman—would find it very hard to imagine the bloodthirsty fighters of the misty swamps as ’innocents’. And rightly so: the armor of the worthiest ones didn’t dry for days, constantly soaked in the blood of their victims. But compared with what they were going to do, any other crimes they had done in the past could indeed be considered just some silly mischief. For Raman ordered them to destroy the grah civilization.

	***

	The small light on the Antyran system map had been blinking for quite some time, but Omal 13 had no eyes for it. In fact, he didn’t have eyes for anything, given that he lay, collapsed, in his muddy vat, trembling violently, his eyes fixed on the ceiling. His green, scaly hammies were making countless ripples while his moans of pleasure echoed in the room, leaving no doubt about what was happening. The ambassador was slipping into hibernation…

	The door opened widely, and another Rigulian carried by a large vat rushed inside.

	“Oma—hey! What’s going on?” he exclaimed, surprised. At a glance, he understood the situation. “He did it. He really did it,” the Rigulian muttered, stupefied by the ambassador’s oblivion, shaking his head incredulously. “Rico 3, bring the regression hormones,” he shouted to the Corbelian sphere following him. 

	Another Rigulian, at least twice as tall as Omal 13, stormed into the room, shouting from the doorstep, “He did it, right?”

	“What are you so happy for?” barked the first alien, seeing his broad grin. “Do you realize the situation he has put us in?”

	“Err… I made a bet,” he burst out. “With Laola 27 from the farm. I told her he couldn’t hold out until we leave!”

	His laughter froze when he saw the other one’s frowning face.

	“Rico 3, you never follow the protocols. Look how you present yourself in front of the medir.96 I’m not pleased with you at all! You sure you aren’t sclerotic yet? It wouldn’t hurt if you paid a visit to the evaluation room. Maybe it’s time for you to take your rejuvenating serum.”

	Rico 3 threw him an offended look, but he didn’t dare to confront him, reading in his eyes that it wouldn’t work this time. Therefore, he bowed his head in an attempt to look remorseful, mumbling, “I don’t think I’m sclerotic. I mean, I’ll be the first one to find out, don’t you think?”

	“Then you’d rather have a report that will get you fifty years on a roadworker planet to handle the sarken irrigations?

	“All right, all right—I’ll go later,” he groaned. “Now, what do you want from me, Medir Egar 9?”

	“Give him the serum,” Egar 9 ordered.

	“Hmm, isn’t it too late for that? We risk provoking the barra syndrome. How long has he been like this?”

	“Last evening he was all right. Give him the implant,” he ordered.

	Rico looked at him, undecided.

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea…”

	“The sarken probes sent the results, and we have the distorter’s coordinates. He has to make a decision!”

	“Shouldn’t we ask Sirtam 4 what to do?”

	Egar sighed, annoyed by Rico’s excessive caution. Still, he had no reason to be angry; after all, if he had to choose a word to best describe the Rigulian species, it would be “lacking initiative.” Well, two words…

	He could have given a direct order, but what was the point of forcing Rico’s hand? Rico was right—better let Sirtam make the decision. 

	He floated beside Omal’s table and touched its controls.

	“I’ll move him to a habitacle in the prehibernation tanks to make sure his skin doesn’t fuse with his vat,” said Rico.

	“Wait until I speak to Sirtam.”

	***

	The Grammian ship reached Antyra’s outskirts without notable mishaps—maybe because Gill had stopped eating near the navigation table—and, obviously, he now had to prepare for the fun part. There was the little detail of contacting the Rigulians right under the nostrils of the Grammians… Grammians who wouldn’t appreciate the capture of one of their ships and would do anything to “host” him in their sinister neural probes. 

	Then there was Grammia’s unknown relation with the Federation. If, as Ugo estimated, they had known each other for over a thousand years, there was undoubtedly the unpleasant possibility that the Grammian ships could fly among the Rigulians, and he’d land straight in the claws of the enemy. Be that as it may, he thought. If the chance to fight for Sigia appeared again, he had no intention of turning his tail like a coward. Moreover, someone had to alert the Rigulians that their potential “allies” were behind the bright idea to hide Antyra in the darkness of space for 1,250 years. Surely the news would be of interest, to say the least.

	He did a rough estimate on the navigation map of where the Rigulian fleet might be, supposing that Baila “invited” them to the opposite side of Antyra III when he attacked it. The prophet most likely thought to place the Antyran star between them and the temple transports that assaulted Ropolis to hide his atrocities from the eyes of the aliens. Of course, in the meantime, Antyra III had changed its position, and he had no clue how to use the Grammian cockpits to find the exact coordinates.

	He picked the place on the navigation table, hoping that the ship’s automatic devices were advanced enough to find the ships for him and put them on the main display.

	Gill never thought he would feel it, but in a way, he regretted the absence of the abomination. He could have used the jure to drive the ship through any blockade. Why did Ugo have to be such a hopelessly mad case, beyond all hope of redemption?

	One thing he had to do was to make a battle plan for the likely situation that he would come under attack. Even without the Guk harmonics, he knew that his chances weren’t particularly bright. He had no clue how to use the ship’s weapons, and frankly, he could barely keep the direction—that is, when he didn’t spill his food on the star map. After the unfortunate incident with the bozal cake, he abandoned the dangerous idea of playing with the navigation table, to avoid the awkward prospect of getting lost in the interstellar space.

	On top of that, he never had any trace of technical skills. That also mattered when he picked his profession, in addition to his passion for the ancient legends. Gill remembered his last attempt to solve a technical problem, when he thought he could replace a purple bacteria filter in Tadeo’s dome on the thirty-second floor of the Archivists Tower. It had happened about five years before, shortly after he had been accepted on Tadeo’s team. The attempt ended with a fire alarm that evacuated the whole building, a day’s work for the two experts called in to fix the damage, and his solemn promise that he’d never again undertake such initiatives. For a while, he even had to endure the humor of some of his prankster archivist colleagues, who mockingly organized “security teams” to keep an eye on “Gill’s disasters,” which is how they liked to refer to his small blunders.

	While Gill was still busy thinking of outlandish scenarios—each one more fanciful and impractical than the other—he was surprised by a blue warning on the main screen: two ships were detected flying on his tail. Did they see me? he wondered, feeling the cold shivers of anguish coiling his tail.

	They were far away—somewhere to his left, at the very edge of the ship’s detection capacity. Gill hoped he might pass unnoticed, but soon he had to give up that pleasant illusion because it became obvious that the ships had changed their direction to intersect his trajectory. 

	He rushed to the navigation table, deciding that the right moment had come to abandon all caution. The thought that he might get lost in the interstellar space was now the least of his concerns. Therefore, he accelerated as much as the speed circle allowed, prepared to do some jumps if the chase turned ugly.

	After a while, the situation changed—and not in a good way. The escorts were still following his ship, but three other ships popped up on his left flank, this time in front of his trajectory. Worst of all, he could make out their gray, sinister silhouettes, identical to his ship. The Grammians had finally found him!

	With a glance, he realized he had to do something to avoid rushing into their line of fire. A simple thing would be to change the ship’s direction to the right and leave the pursuers behind, although that wouldn’t delay his defeat for long—five spaceships in a distortion front would travel faster than his vessel. 

	Since he had run out of options, he was about to touch the navigation table when his ship’s display wall zoomed in on a bunch of strange silhouettes that were somewhere in front of him. Their bizarre, tubular shapes, full of irregular bumps and with huge eggs at one end, had nothing in common with Grammian ships. It was the Rigulian fleet! Gill felt his hearts bouncing madly. He only had to solve the little detail of contacting them with the Grammians on his tracks…

	He decided to keep his direction. Would the Grammians have the guts to blast him right in front of the Rigulians? Somehow, he doubted it. After all, the reason why Baila didn’t excavate an ugly pit in the crust of the mining planet in place of Ropolis was that he wanted Gill’s bracelet “intact.” Perhaps it was going to work again, he thought, trying to stay positive, although he wasn’t particularly keen on testing the assumption on his very tail.

	The three Grammian ships on his left approached menacingly. Then something happened in front of him: two ships detached from the Rigulian fleet. They’re coming to my aid!

	His happiness didn’t last long, though, because they were Grammians, too. Now the gray ships surrounded him from three sides. Ugo was obviously right; the Grammians were part of the Federation—otherwise, how could their presence in the midst of the Rigulian fleet be explained? Perhaps even if he was going to meet the Rigulians, they would hand him over to Baila…

	He realized that the Grammians weren’t firing at him, a pleasant surprise, but it was a good time to do something—anything—to avoid being boarded. Evasive maneuvers! Would his desperate wiggle fool anyone?

	In his trips through the ship, he had eyed twenty small, unarmed rescue modules, easy to board from the bridge and just as easy to program. Maybe he could use one of them to slip to the Federals unnoticed. Of course, his enemies didn’t seem stupid, and until proven otherwise, he wouldn’t consider them as such. He’d run, but he’d run in style… However, he noticed right away the small crack in his plan—namely, setting up his Grammian ship as a decoy. There was no way to make it do some maneuvers while he was in the rescue module—even Ugo couldn’t find any trace of artificial intelligence on the ship.

	The Grammian ships nearby approached cautiously, ready for boarding, when one of the small rescue vessels from Gill’s ship launched at maximum speed toward the Federal fleet. The move confounded them for a moment, but they quickly made up their minds: the three nearby continued their approach, while the two coming from the Federals slowed down to intercept the module.

	Deep in the belly of his ship, Gill jumped inside the second rescue module and picked a destination on the cockpit display to activate the launch sequence. Then, a split second before the airlock closed for launch, he jumped out, helped by his bracelet.

	The attackers were only moments from docking when the chaos started: four modules burst forth, one after another, toward the Federals. 

	The Grammian ships were now in trouble, unable to board all four modules, which quickly passed their position, totally oblivious to the threat. Lacking better options, the Grammians turned the ships and proceeded to follow them, applying surgical strikes to the engines to stop their acceleration.

	The surprise might have ended there, if not for Gill’s ship starting a crazy bombardment with rescue modules launched in all directions. 

	Gill quickly launched all twenty modules, but he took pains to send the next-to-last one toward the Rigulian fleet at low speed and quickly launched himself in the last one, in the general direction of the three Grammian ships. From the perspective of the Grammians, seeing the modules coming into view from the other side of the ship, it appeared as if his module was actually the next-to-last one launched. What Grammians in their right mind would suspect him of being so mad as to fly directly into their claws?

	The Grammians immediately understood the gravity of the problem: they only had seven ships, two of which were too far away to have even a theoretical chance of helping in any way, while there were twenty rescue modules. And without boarding them, they had no way of finding out if Gill was inside one of the modules or had stayed in the large ship.

	The three ships passed Gill’s module, ignoring it altogether, as they did with the other modules sent in illogical directions, rushing to catch the ones going toward the Rigulians. Predictably, as Gill had expected, they blasted the engines of the one apparently launched last.

	Finally, after they disabled all the modules going toward the Rigulians, the Grammians started to board them while two of their ships chased the other modules launched in random directions. 

	Gill waited, tense, afraid to make the slightest change in direction, convinced that it would arouse their attention. It was all but certain that one of the two Grammian ships would have fried his engines if the hunt hadn’t been interrupted in the rudest way possible by the suicidal jump of Gill’s ship toward the group of the three Grammian vessels closest to it. 

	One of them avoided the collision by clearing the way in the last split second, while the rest took a defensive stance. They weren’t attacked, though, because the troublesome ship changed its trajectory again, this time running in the opposite direction of the Rigulian fleet. It didn’t stay long on the new course; after a few moments, it made several chaotic tumbles and jumps so quickly that it was impossible to follow—let alone board!

	All five ships abandoned the rescue modules, it now being obvious that they were nothing but a pathetic attempt to divert their attention.

	Of course, the Grammians shouldn’t be blamed for being so predictable and doing what they had to do—what logic told them to do. The Grammians were soldiers, the kind of disciplined creatures trained to react according to the drills. Like any good soldier, they had the tendency to extrapolate the reality based on their training scenarios—and when they did that, their reaction came swiftly, naturally, without sophisticated thoughts and choices. Well, nothing was more damaging to such a way of thinking than treading a path of reality that was very familiar at first glance but held “surprises” that were completely out of place. 

	Their assumptions helped the Grammians to make monumental mistakes, like the decision to follow the ship. Before launching the rescue modules, Gill had ordered several hot bozal cakes and crammed them into the gloves of the Grammian suits anchored to the floor around the navigation table. As soon as the balls melted the bozal pulp, they landed on the tactile surface of the navigation table, triggering the chaos.

	It took some time before the jumpy ship stabilized its path in one direction, moving away from Gill and the Federal fleet. His spikes wrinkled in tension, Gill dared to make a slight change in his destination. Seeing that they still ignored him, he made another small change and another one, until the new trajectory was leading straight to the Federal fleet.

	The Grammians didn’t notice him—they were too busy gathering around his previous ship, which now floated aimlessly, its engines and shields blasted to pieces. They stuck several thick, flexible tubes on its fuselage. A small army of invisible soldiers floated through the tubes to cut the fuselage. They had no idea what kind of monster they were fighting, but obviously, Baila had prepared them better than their unfortunate brethren from the ship they were now boarding.

	Taking note of the approaching rescue module piloted by Gill, one of the Rigulian ships came out of formation, crossing his path. It didn’t seem to have hostile intentions, so Gill maneuvered along its slick fuselage until he found an irregular opening. He managed to steer the module inside without causing major damage. 

	After coming to a stop, he left the capsule. In front of him was a large, green, naked, slimy creature propped up in a mud-filled vat. He had reached the Federals!

	Other excited Rigulians gathered around him, floating in their customary vats, gesticulating and talking in an unknown language. Two menacing-looking spheres surrounded by a green mist floated nearby, pointing their strange devices at him—were they laser lenses? The lower part of the spheres was actually made from a mud vat like those carrying the aliens, on top of which was screwed a shiny white cap.

	The display in the sleeve of his spacesuit detected frantic scans from all sorts of advanced devices.

	In the end, it appeared that the aliens had reached a conclusion because the Rigulian made a sign to follow him. He went into a spacious room, which lacked almost any furnishings except a floating table display, a giant display wall, and a small white sphere. Gill had seen such spheres in his Grammian ship, but he hadn’t managed to activate them. The same spheres had escorted the Federals when they landed on Alixxor’s western fields.

	“I’m Egar 9, the medir of this ship,” said the Federal who led him from the entrance, pointing with self-importance at the broad silver ring he was wearing on a bony spike of his shoulder. “Who are you?” he asked in nearly fluent Antyran—the sounds coming from the floating sphere.

	“I’m Gillabrian, archivist of the Antyra’s Shindam. I’m Antyran.”

	“That’s pretty obvious,” replied the Rigulian. “And by which circumstances are you driving one of the Galactic Federation ships?” he asked, throwing him a sharp gaze.

	“Federal vessel? I thought it was Grammian!” Gill exclaimed.

	“Grammia is one of the Federal worlds.”

	“Our prophet had captured me and sent me onboard. I escaped and took it from the Grammians inside…”

	The Rigulian looked at him, puzzled, hardly able to believe what he just heard. He checked the display table next to him, and his puzzlement grew even more.

	“You’re chased by the Antyran Ruler?”

	“Yes, I ha—”

	“How did you dispose of the Grammians on the ship?” he asked coldly, cutting Gill off. His voice didn’t sound friendly at all. On the contrary, it had the smack of a martial inquiry.

	“Um… well, I was captured… and tied to a neural probe,” he babbled an incoherent explanation, surprised by the Rigulian’s hostility. “I managed to escape and—”

	“Have you done any harm to them? You killed them?”

	“I had to…”

	“You killed them!” the Rigulian exclaimed after looking again at the table.

	Egar turned to the Corbelian sphere and ordered something. Right away, two armed spheres burst into the room.

	“You are more dangerous than we thought! You stole a ship of the Federation and killed its crew! From now on, you may consider yourself arrested. Don’t move without my permission!”

	“I can explain everything!”

	“Put the device from your right arm on this table!” he ordered, pointing to the floating table display. “Move slowly if you want to live. Unlike the poor Grammians, we are very good at killing!”

	Without a word, Gill took off his bracelet and threw it angrily on the table screen.

	“What a strange bracelet. Is it Antyran?” exclaimed Egar 9, astounded, looking at the messages scrolling on the display table. What an amazing technology! It’s… blocking the scanner! Seems to hold antimatter—you used this to capture the Grammian ship?”

	“It’s a Sigian bracelet.”

	“Huh, Sigian! Sigia is the ancient name of the Grammians, and believe me: the Grammians don’t have such technology! Why don’t you say the truth instead?”

	“Why don’t you look at your display instead, to see if I lie?” Gill exploded, feeling a wave of rage at the wall of prejudice raised up by the Rigulian. The medir—whatever that meant—didn’t seem to be really smart… at least not the way that a member of an advanced civilization was supposed to be.

	The Rigulian looked at the table and then back at him, confounded.

	“It seems you believe it, indeed, but you’re wrong. Grammia is the same thing as Sigia. Our first contact was—”

	“One thousand two hundred and fifty years ago, close to Antyra, which on that date was hidden in a distortion,” Gill said, finishing the rest of the sentence.

	“How do you know that?” the medir asked him, intrigued.

	“You came to Antyra to find out how we hid in the distortion.”

	“And I suppose you’re going to tell me?” he asked, a glimmer of interest in his eyes.

	“The Grammians locked us in one thousand two hundred and fifty years ago after they destroyed the Sigian civilization. They hid Antyra in a wall of fire.”

	“Right,” Egar 9 scoffed, “the Grammians, the invaders of the stars.” 

	“If I were you, I wouldn’t laugh like that,” Gill said, interrupting his exuberance. “You don’t even know who you are dealing with!”

	“For your information, Antyran, Grammia is the most peaceful world in the galaxy; they don’t have the word war in their dictionary! It’s a world shielded from the madness of technology—no army, no security, no crimes or other violence. What nerve you have to butcher the poor defenseless Grammian ambassadors and say such… outrageous lies!”

	It was like someone had hit him in his head spikes, leaving him speechless. He finally glimpsed the staggering web of lies woven by the so-called Antyran gods—and especially the way they did it. 

	Gill’s frightening supposition that Antyra wasn’t the only distortion created by the enemies of the Sigians was confirmed by the naïve ignorance of the Rigulian in front of him. Gill imagined Grammia contacting the Federation instead of Sigia some 1,250 years ago while, one by one, the stars of their worlds disappeared in the folds of the continuum, unnoticed and unbeknownst to anyone—that is, if they weren’t already camouflaged during the Sigian war. 

	Maybe the ruins of the Sigian civilization were hidden from the Federal eyes in the same way. Maybe a huge Grammian war machine, hidden from view, grew like a dolmec infestation, building… who knows what! And during all this, the Grammians probably established colonies on some insignificant planet to fool everyone with their “pacifism.”

	“I su-suppose you will let me tell my story,” Gill said, his mouth dry.

	“I’m begging you,” Egar 9 replied sarcastically. “I can’t wait to hear more of your lies!”

	Just when Gill was about to start his tale, the white floating sphere flickered.

	“We’re called by our Grammian allies,” Egar exclaimed, grinning broadly. “They’ll be grateful to learn we arrested the criminal who killed their brethren!”

	But instead of the Grammians, the hologram of an Antyran materialized in the room.

	“Great Baila,” babbled Egar 9, surprised by the apparition. “How… how do you use a Corbelian sphere? Where did you get it?” he exclaimed, completely forgetting the requirements of the addressing protocol.

	“Medir Egar 9,” the prophet began, directly addressing the Rigulian and without looking at Gill, “your ship is hosting a dangerous Antyran who belongs to me. I request his immediate transfer on one of the Grammian ships, to be brought back to Antyra!”

	“Your Greatness, we figured out he is a notorious murderer. Right now, we’re interrogating him, and I want to talk to my Grammian colleagues to—”

	“No need for that. I want him transferred now!”

	“But…”

	“I won’t take no for an answer!” he barked.

	Egar 9 changed his color from green to bright orange, more offended than surprised to receive orders from someone he considered to be a primitive. He turned to the Corbelian sphere and shouted:

	“Rico 3, inject the serums, and bring the ambassador here. It’s an order!”

	He turned to Baila’s hologram.

	“Great Baila, we believe the Antyran killed a number of Grammians, who are, as you know, members of our Federation. We have to clarify the problem with them before handing him over to Antyra.”

	“No need to talk to the Grammians. You’ll talk directly to me,” Baila said with a sharp look.

	Egar’s skin became redder, if that was possible. He was in an unbearable situation even for someone without the scruples of the Rigulians: on the one hand, he had no intention of handing Gill over until he received the approval of his superiors, and on the other hand, he couldn’t ignore Baila’s request. Omal had made several mistakes, and Egar didn’t want to be the one blamed for the collapse of the talks. He’d be sent to the sarken irrigations long before Rico 3—and not just for 50 years…

	“Greatest Baila, I’m just a poor medir. Such decisions have to be made by our ambassador!”

	“Then bring forth your ambassador!”

	Egar shouted to the sphere, “Rico 3, have you arrived yet?”

	Soon, a vat holding a Rigulian collapsed over its edge and shaking from all his hams floated in the room, escorted by another vat with an individual double his size.

	“What haaaaappeeeened here?” Omal 13 babbled, his eyes drifting to the ceiling. “Where am I?”

	“Ambassador,” Baila hissed through his teeth, “I ordered your medir to transfer Gillabrian immediately to one of the Grammian ships…”

	“Mom? Mom, you burst your buds again?” Omal 13 asked Baila.

	“Great Baila, please excuse us!” exclaimed Egar, horrified. He then turned to Rico 3 and shouted, “Get the ambassador into a prehibernation pool!”

	“Leave me alone, beast! I want to fly in space!” Omal screamed, flapping his arms, in a vain attempt to take off. He tried to shove Rico away when he approached him. Unfortunately, the difference in size was not on his side; Rico 3 wrested his arms aside and pushed the vat out of the room.

	“I’m sorry for this incident! It seems our ambassador needs a little rest…”

	“I’m in a hurry, Medir Egar 9, I want him transferred right away! And I want everything he has—including that… that bracelet.”

	“What bracelet?”

	“The one on the table,” Baila pointed at it, trying in vain to hide the sparkle of greed in his eyes, pretending he had no idea what it was. “Please hand it over to an Antyran from the Grammian ship and not directly to a Grammian.”

	“Great Baila, I have to contact the Grammian medir.”

	Instead of an answer, Baila’s hologram extended, allowing them to see that he was inside his underground lair. Dozens of Grammians swarmed around him, working at all sorts of bizarre displays and devices. The image shocked Egar so much that he wasn’t able to make a sound from his gaped mouth.

	“You’re not going to contact any Grammian medir. I speak for them, so heed my orders!”

	“I… I need Sirtam 4’s approval from the roadworking rail-planet, which is now in orbit around Lacrilia,” he muttered after he found his voice again. “We’re going to be synchronized soon. Please allow us a little delay.”

	“I won’t give you more time! Hand him over to the Grammians, or suffer the consequences!” the prophet shouted angrily.

	“We are the ambassadors of the Galactic Federation! You dare to threaten us?” exploded Egar, forgetting all the diplomatic protocols.

	“I’m afraid you heard right.”

	“I won’t surrender him without approval,” Egar replied.

	“All right, in that case, I’ll give you a little time to think about it,” he said with a wicked gleam in his eyes. 

	Gill, familiar with the prophet’s vile ways, knew all too well what that meant … but the Rigulian seemed unable to smell the danger because he did nothing after Baila’s hologram disappeared.

	“If I were you, I would ready the weapons,” Gill told him. “He’s going to attack us.”

	Egar ignored him, pretending there was no one in the room, babbling at the floating table, “Come on, Sirtam, why don’t you appear already?”

	“Arm your weapons if you have any!” Gill shouted in vain.

	Egar kept ignoring him, but he couldn’t do the same with one of the Rigulian ships, which unexpectedly disintegrated in a violent deflagration. Countless laser beams and nuclear bombs burst from the seven Grammian ships, aimed at the bulky bodies of the Rigulian ships.

	Egar’s face twisted in horror. Nothing could have prepared him for such an atrocity: their own Federation partners firing on his ships on the orders of a savage from a newly discovered world!

	“The… Grammians… are… attacking?” he stammered, incredulous.

	“Yes, and I dare to say they’re doing it quite well for a species that doesn’t have the word ‘war’ in the dictionary,” Gill said, taunting him. “Maybe now will you fight them?”

	“What have you done?” Egar looked at him, maddened. “You’ve doomed all of us!”

	“On the contrary, Medir! Baila won’t destroy this ship because he’s afraid of killing me!”

	Indeed, the other Rigulian ships were destroyed without returning a single shot. No escape pods were released, but after the first hits, the ships disassembled into small modules that ran from the battlefield—except the ones too crushed to do so. Even from the first spaceship, exploded so artistically, most of the modules limped away, losing gases through their cracks. The Grammians didn’t bother to chase them, pointing their laser lenses at the ship hosting Gill.

	In a blink, Baila’s hologram appeared again.

	“Well, Medir? Was the delay enough to think about my request?” he grinned sarcastically. “What say you? Will you transfer Gill now and spare your ship, or do I have to send my soldiers to board you and get him out of there?”

	“Fight!” shouted Gill. “You can do it!”

	For the first time, the Rigulian looked at him with different eyes, letting him understand how much he regretted that he hadn’t believed his seemingly absurd story. He shook his head, abashed.

	“I don’t want to fight,” he whispered.

	“Nobody asked if you want to fight! Wanting is for smelling seeds, not for fighting! You take the fight when it comes, or you die like a coward!”

	“You don’t understand,” he moaned. “After we defeated aging and diseases, we became more afraid of death than a creature like you. We can’t risk losing our eternity…”

	“Then your problem is solved!” Gill exclaimed mockingly. “No matter what you do, Baila’s going to kill you to get rid of the witnesses. Now you can—”

	“You’re wrong, Gillabrian,” Baila said, addressing him for the first time. “I don’t care if they get away!”

	“We can’t keep you,” the medir told him. “Someone has to tell Sirtam what happened, and if we are destroyed, nobody will.”

	“It seems that reason and common sense won!” Baila proclaimed, satisfied. “Finally, I’ll get my hands on you,” he exclaimed with the eyes of a hungry predator.

	“Or maybe not!” Gill replied dryly.

	“This time—”

	“Take a look at your back,” Gill interrupted, smiling.

	“Ha-ha, the little archivist—”

	“The little archivist will show you his tail again, Your Greatness.” 

	Still grinning widely, Baila looked at a monitor in his lair, and the grin turned into a horrible rictus. A golden silhouette was approaching quickly, closing in on the Grammian fleet!

	The Grammian ships were undecided on what to do next. In the end, they turned back to face the new enemy that had appeared out of nowhere. The first salvo fired from a great distance belonged to the Sigian vessel, and it ripped one of the gray ships to pieces. The terrible explosion threw fragments and hot gases in all directions. The others charged forward, but the second Grammian ship was sliced before it had the chance to open fire. It appeared that even after 1,250 years, their technology was no match for the Sigian destroyer… and the latter belonged to a whole different class than the Grammian vessels.

	“What’s this?” asked Egar 9, astounded.

	“This? This is Sandara!” 

	The destroyer jumped in the middle of its enemies. It was moving with a fury hard to describe, completely immune to the laser lenses touching it, mockingly blasting every bomb launched at it, without even bothering to avoid them. Hit after hit, the surviving ships ended up adding their twisted debris to the carnage. None of them tried to retreat, proving that the Grammians were at least much braver than the Rigulians, even when they had no chance.

	More and more debris hurtled toward them, hitting the ship and shaking them off balance. Finally, Egar 9 managed to overcome his stunned stupor and rushed to the display table. Immediately, a green mist surrounded the ship, deflecting the fragments that hit it. The shards burned with spectacular flames, leaving trails along the fuselage.

	Gill walked to the table display.

	“May I?” he asked. Without waiting for Egar’s approval, he took the Sigian bracelet and activated it on his arm, pretending he didn’t see the grimace of protest on his companion’s face.

	“We’ll meet again!” hissed Baila, swelled with rage.

	“I hope, Your Greatness, I hope to the tip of my tail,” he replied with a satisfied smile. 

	Baila’s hologram disappeared from the room.

	Once the fight was over, the sorry remains of the Rigulian fleet limped toward them as if attracted by a magnetar, smoking and puffing from their joints. They connected to Egar’s ship, whose segments detached to allow the link. At completion, they formed a single ship, much larger than before, riddled with holes and crumpled here and there, but able to fly on its own.

	Egar’s sphere flashed to signal they were synchronized, and several holograms materialized in the chamber. Most belonged to Rigulians of wildly different sizes, but two were of a different species that Gill had never seen before—the two annoying Sarkens.

	“Sirtam 4,” exclaimed Egar 9 after greeting them according to the protocol, “I bear terrible news! Grammia is the hidden world we all feared!”

	“I know,” replied Sirtam.

	“You know? What do you mean you know?” exclaimed Egar 9, even more bewildered by Sirtam’s answer than by the Grammians’ sneak attack.

	“Two hours ago, Mitowa was bombed by a Grammian fleet that appeared seemingly from nowhere,” he told them. “We’re waiting for their ships to appear on Lacrilia any moment now.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“Fight,” said the Rigulian, grinding his mouth plates together. “We have to protect the serums. Lacrilia is the most important roadworking planet in the sector.”

	“All right, but… should we contact Rigulia 9?”

	“We’re trying to call them, too,” Sirtam sighed, “although I have no doubt they’ve learned about it—that is, if they’re not already under attack. Who knows how many distortions the Grammians have in the galaxy?”

	“Sirtam 4, our mission on Antyra wasn’t a failure,” continued Egar 9. “We found an ally who knows more about Grammia than we do. You better listen to him!” he said, pointing at Gill.

	Without further introduction, Gill told them the story of the forgotten Sigian war and his fight with Baila’s army. He spoke without interruption, omitting some “minor” details about Sandara’s nature and especially about the worrisome potential of the kaura dead to expand into gods, to avoid causing them even greater shocks than those they already received.

	The only explanation they requested was for Gill to tell in detail how the Sigian bracelet worked. Gill explained as best as he could and made some distortions to jump around, which left their eyes bulging in wonder.

	When he finished, no Rigulian dared to disturb the silence, realizing for the first time what a perfidious enemy they were fighting.

	Finally, Sirtam cleared his throat and said, “Antyran, you have our gratitude! We’re very lucky to have found you. We’re going to stop the synchronization now, to prepare for battle.”

	“What are my orders?” asked Egar 9.

	“Come to Lacrilia. If… if you find us alive, help us leave the planet.”

	“I got it. Good luck,” the medir said.

	The holograms disappeared, leaving them alone.

	“You will allow me to get back on my ship, I hope?” asked Gill. 

	“Of course,” replied Egar 9 with a friendly smile.

	Gill felt the warmth of an un-Antyran happiness at the sight of her bright face on the destroyer’s display wall. He wanted so badly to hold her in his arms that he would have gladly died to be able to do it. His constant running from death tired him so much. He knew that his place was with her, on the other side of existence.

	“Sandara! You did it, you…” he trailed off, choked with emotion, unable to say another word.

	Sandara stopped her wild impulse to jump at his neck and smell his skin, to cuddle on his chest and feel a bit of steadiness in the ocean of uncertainty, remembering at the last moment that she was dead, and he was alive. The boundary of death gaped between them, and she had no way of crossing it back for him. She sighed. 

	She asked him, barely moving her lips, “What happened?”

	“The galactic war has started!”

	“I thought so,” she whispered, bowing her head.

	“You know… the deletion,” Gill babbled, “you have to postpone it. I need you more than ever. We all need you,” he corrected himself, striving to compose a voice as woeful as possible.

	“I’m sure you’re terribly sorry about that,” she teased him.

	“I can’t hide anything from you!” he exclaimed, bursting into laughter.

	“Don’t you ever forget this,” she said, smiling playfully.

	Far from Gill’s view, tens of thousands of Sandaras were hiding among the trunks of the tekal forest, tormented by the desire to see him, to speak with him, to hug him… tormented by their decision to remain hidden… tormented that Gill had no clue of their existence, of the whole deluge of clones…

	“What did he say? What did he say?” they whispered.

	“The galactic war has started,” the murmur of the terrible news slipped from one to another, sneaking like the shadow of a nifle. 

	“The galactic war has started!”

	



	


A word from the author:

	 

	 

	 

	Dear reader,

	 

	The story you just read is the final step of a long, winding road I started to walk many years ago.

	It took me over ten years to reach the point where I was content enough with the novel to have it published. All my life I was a perfectionist and I couldn’t let something out of my hands before I did all I could to make it better. I can only hope I succeeded with my first book.

	I hope you had as much joy reading the story as I had writing it. And in case you really liked it and feel like wanting to help, please consider sharing it. You could share the website of the book www.thesigianbracelet.com, review the story or spread the word in any way you may think fit. For me, the most important thing is to reach as many book lovers as possible and I’m counting on readers like you to make this happen. Not only will this allow many book readers to discover it in a way I can’t reach, but it will allow me to follow my dream of becoming a full-time writer. 

	I didn't contact any publisher to show them the book. Not that I was afraid to knock on their door—but I believe in the opportunities that the Internet has brought to us, in the possibility of being involved in the whole process and keeping my creative freedom, instead of relinquishing them to a company. 

	That's why I don't have a PR machine to help me get this story out—and that's why your help can make a huge difference. Ultimately, it would mean that the next novel of this series will hit the shelves much faster than this first book—which I hope is something you would like to happen.

	
Notes

		[←1]
	 The city’s strategist, a position granted for life by Antyra’s Council.




	[←2]
	 The star system had three inhabited worlds, of which Antyra I was the cradle of Antyran civilization, and the other two were recent colonies.




	[←3]
	 Raman was the last baitar of the ancient world—and undoubtedly the mightiest ruler in history; he had managed to crush all the opposition and unify Antyra under his iron fist. As a baitar, he was the harbinger of the Ussybayales Mysteries, the head of Antyra’s old religion. The title was inherited by the first newborn, forced by tradition to adopt a male sex.




	[←4]
	 The council that had ruled Antyra ever since defeating the temples in the “Kids’ War,” some 652 years earlier.




	[←5]
	 Antyra’s capital.




	[←6]
	 The Antyran temples were built in the shape of a chopped pyramid. The pilgrims reached their tops by climbing the broad staircases adorned with artistic stone rails. The rituals took place on the top platforms, under the “Dome of Mysteries.” However, in the last several hundred years, the Karajoo tradition had changed slightly, and the Bailas held their speeches atop one of the murra trees.




	[←7]
	 The god of senseless deaths.




	[←8]
	 The litany was the story of the god who liberated the Antyrans from Arghail’s darkness. According to the Book of Creation, Zhan himself broke Beramis’s vow of slavery and took him to the sky as a reward for his sacrifice.
 




	[←9]
	 Small, fusiform, flying creatures hunted to extinction by the tarjis, who suspected that they became the eyes of Arghail by flying over the vitrified cities. Their sticky feet and nasty habit of rubbing them on the gills of the Antyrans didn’t help them become more popular, either.




	[←10]
	 The baskis were blind reptilian creatures that dug deep tunnels underground. The Antyrans used to search for their nests before building the domes because the animals knew how to avoid the groundwater. 




	[←11]
	 Mythical creatures of the old legends, the guvals were described as massive, grayish beasts; their brown, daggerlike teeth and their immensely strong bite meant they could crush any armor or helmet as if crushing an egg. 




	[←12]
	 It’s true that the Antyrans also called the administrative buildings belonging to Zhan’s temples “domes.” All of that happened because the Bailas had a fixation on spheres and semispheres, imposing their use in architecture at the dawn of Zhan’s age.




	[←13]
	 Ropolis was the capital city of the mining world, Antyra III. 




	[←14]
	 The Antyran kids didn’t have a well-defined sex; their hormonal fluctuations amplified one trait or another. In the long-forgotten past, even some adults played the male/female trick by changing their sex at will. To this end, they employed the smell of some legendary aromas, like Echita, Vask, or Terapi, concocted by the greatest aromaries of antiquity. Needless to say, the sinful recipes were all lost in the mists of time—mostly because the new gods didn’t appreciate the old customs at their just value. Right after Zhan’s coming, the maturity ritual was born. The youngsters had to pick from two seeds and inhale a constraining hormone, irreversibly morphing their sex during a “slightly unpleasant” transformation. Some unlucky ones required surgery and sometimes ended up with nasty scars—mostly losing their tails due to the constriction of the blood vessels, dooming them to remain single for the rest of their lives.




	[←15]
	 Antyra’s unification became complete after Raman defeated the grahs in the largest battle of history—the Battle of the Black Hill—and the utter destruction of their beautiful ice capital, Zagrada.




	[←16]
	 Feathers.




	[←17]
	 Gravitational winds falling from the Roch-Alixxor’s plateaus.




	[←18]
	 Spiny shrubs of spherical shape, sometimes rolling huge distances under the vardannes.




	[←19]
	 Baila IX issued a decree to confiscate the kids, in order for them to be raised by the temples. In a few days, rebellions started on the whole planet. After two years of brutal civil war, the Treaty of Alixxor robbed the prophet of his worldly powers, and the winners formed a council named Shindam.




	[←20]
	 Beasts of burden with six legs, and a tail that ended in lethal bony spikes.




	[←21]
	 Dome communities ruled by the initiates, where the Shindam’s laws were thoroughly disdained. They didn’t have an occupation other than mumbling incantations and hatching offspring, dutifully delivered to the temples when they reached the age of two, as Baila ordered.




	[←22]
	 One of the Guk founders.




	[←23]
	 Most of Antyra’s plants were green, but the more archaic forms like siclides and some species of jagged herbs had a purple hue. Recent research had discovered that they evolved from the ancestors of the purple bacteria lurking in the atmosphere.




	[←24]
	 Despite their heavy armor, the chameleons were able to jump over short distances by passing air from their flight tanks into their fusion cores and ejecting the resulting plasma through downward-pointing nozzles.




	[←25]
	 The gods of the old religion. After Zhan’s coming, no one dared to annoy the gods anymore, if only for the lack of restraint shown by the tarjis—particularly those living in corias. They enthusiastically dismembered anyone foolish enough to offend the gods by not observing the proper reverence when talking about them. It was a wonder the aromary art didn’t disappear altogether, along with the taste for blasphemy of its legendary storytellers. 




	[←26]
	 Antimatter energy packs.




	[←27]
	 In order to travel faster than light speed, each ship would unwind and compress the space at the front, then dump the tangled strings behind for recombination. Flying in a formation called a “distortion front,” the ships were able to use the space deformed by their neighbors, adding their own distortion for a cascading effect. The larger the group, the higher the speed—all up to a limit, of course, given by the propagation distance.




	[←28]
	 The planet became the Antyran granary after a giant irrigation project tamed the unforgiving desert around the Orizabia’s ocean crater.




	[←29]
	 The acronte was the Shindam’s dictator. The position was held for life, which was generally true for all the council’s seats. Traditionally, the Shindam's electors invested the most boring and lacking initiative of them all as acronte—a difficult thing to determine, considering how boring and lacking initiative they all strove to be.




	[←30]
	 Spears carved from the wood of murra, the trees of Zhan.




	[←31]
	 Empathic stalkers, spies, and elite fighters, they did under the cover of darkness all the nasty things the temples didn’t dare to do in broad daylight Their unparalleled talent to murder at the prophet’s orders and usually escape unpunished gave them a disproportionate influence in society. They had a penchant for killing the Shindam’s reformers, depriving the council of any chance to change things for the better.




	[←32]
	 As a twist of irony, despite the epithet, the prophet was in fact remarkably small. Even more remarkable was that, apparently, all his predecessors had the same diminutive stature, which made the Antyrans wonder how the prophet chose his successor. Of course, the smartest ones kept the thought to themselves; such curiosities smelled of heresy.




	[←33]
	 The logic of semantics, triggered by the nine primordial Guk aromas.




	[←34]
	 A neural weapon designed to propagate acoustic signals in the inner ear and ganglions to commandeer the vestibular apparatus; the victim becomes captive in a flash and can only move in the direction desired by the attacker. The inductor creates a funnel-shaped cone of paralysis in front of it, to protect the others from its effects.




	[←35]
	 During Raman’s reign, the Guk science reached its peak. Its disciples used the harmonics of the nine primordial aromas to search the stalker’s path, which they invoked whenever they had to make a choice. The same aromas, in different harmonics, triggered ikkla, the logic of semantics.




	[←36]
	 By far, sakka was the most fearsome innovation of the rebels in the Kids’ War, and it was quickly copied by the temples. Each moulan carried three Antyrans to handle the huge slingshot tied to its biggest horns; one of them reined the beast while the other two armed the bomb in the harness and pulled the sling as far as they could. The phosphorous projectile usually burst into flames in the air after losing its folded skin, exploding with a blinding light in the enemy lines. Everyone touched by its fiery breath was turned into a walking torch, unable to extinguish the flame even if he jumped in a river, until the reaction was over.
 




	[←37]
	 Orbital platforms.
 




	[←38]
	 The biggest glacier in the Antyran world, born from the thick ice cap that covered the upper plateau at an altitude of over nine miles. From there, Eger proudly descended down to the Alixxoran plains, cutting a parallel—albeit, much larger—valley to the one where Alala’s dome stood.




	[←39]
	 The righteous used to say that “one has to look into the eyes of evil to taste its corruption.”




	[←40]
	 The ribbed tubes were some ninety feet high and between six and nine feet in diameter, slightly thicker at the base. They were formed by the intermittent eruptions of muddy water mixed with volcanic ash and gases, in an age when the snow cover was much larger than in Gill’s time. The warm jets cut easily through the ice, the ash forming an insulating lining that, in time, became as hard as stone. In the time between eruptions, the seemingly eternal cold regained its reign, and the heavy ice pushed the whole structure upward. This way, drop by drop, the outcrops grew from the battle of the eternal enemies: water and fire. It took them hundreds of thousands of years to reach the current heights. After Beramis melted the ice caps away, these bizarre tubes remained behind as a remembrance that the Antyran world wasn’t always as friendly for life as it had become.
 




	[←41]
	 Over the prior six centuries, the Bailas had made a habit of cursing Alixxor for its role in defeating the temples during the Kids’ War and for hosting the Shindam’s buildings. They threatened that the gods would burn the city to the ground, pretty much like they did with Raman’s capital.




	[←42]
	 The biggest flowers in the Antyran world. Their red, fleshy petals sometimes reached ten feet in length. 




	[←43]
	 Small, mobile buildings, often found in the large intersections. Most were made of metal and resembled the head of an old, grumpy Antyran. They could be easily carried around and placed as needed, to distribute the latest discourses of the prophet, the ritual aromas for the night’s incantations, or the seeds to be smelled before the first meal. They were much more accessible than the pyramid temples, where everyone had to stand in endless lines to get anything.




	[←44]
	 The Red Wall or the Red Scarp was a vertical wall over fifteen hundred miles long, born on the same day as the crater that held the planet’s ocean. A fossil tectonic plate, tensed by the planet’s cooling, snapped during the comet’s impact and sunk over four miles lower than the other plate.




	[←45]
	 The capital of the mining world.




	[←46]
	 The crevice took its name from the color of its walls, as the rock contained rich copper–cobalt deposits and other complex ores.




	[←47]
	 A monolithic tower-city raised on the oceanfront thirty miles south of Alixxor, Gondarra Tower reached three thousand feet in height and was supposed to become the home of over half a million Antyrans. In the acronte’s vision, it was meant to symbolize the architecture of the future, a world with breathtaking cities built in the middle of lush forests or deep in the Roch-Alixxor valleys. Yet the exorbitant resources swallowed by the project doomed it to be the first and last city of its type, just another damaging utopia, the kind in which the Shindam was never in short supply while the ordinary Antyrans struggled in poverty and the dilapidated state of the infrastructure about to crumble, sinking at each step into the maze of an ever-larger bureaucracy.




	[←48]
	 The jets were designed to join and form a floating stage.




	[←49]
	 Also known as the “Walking Fire,” it was a tunic woven from platinum threads and coated with tiny black diamonds pressed into the material. According to the dogma, Zhan himself gave it to the first Baila 1,250 years before, when the prophet received the gift of divinity.




	[←50]
	 The fortuitous presence in the quadrant of the roadworking planet-ship Lacrilia allowed a Rigulian ambassador to arrive on Alixxor in a mere ten days, rather than the two months it would have taken from Rigulia.




	[←51]
	 “Your smell will always find the path if you don’t let your fear enshroud it with its insidious stench,” the overjoyed Guk Master Ramayaloga used to say a long time ago, during a time when Antyrans still indulged in calling themselves overjoyed.




	[←52]
	 Ever since the architects had announced the development of the first “intelligent” programs, Baila had forbidden the use of the “corrupting” AIs.




	[←53]
	 The fusion reactors, although embedded in a strong metal–ceramic matrix and stuffed with countless safety systems, managed, in extreme situations, to explode in a rather spectacular way if the core plasma droplet, heated to tens of millions of degrees, escaped its magnetic cage.




	[←54]
	 The mysterious “fire-of-the-ice” in the old mythology.




	[←55]
	 Over the centuries, the fear of Arghail’s corruption had turned into a worldwide nyctophobia, with most of the adult Antyrans avoiding darkness at all costs (not that they had to face it very often).




	[←56]
	 A snakelike creature, its belly covered in thousands of small protuberances that allowed it to slide quickly over muddy ground.




	[←57]
	 A large aquatic insect protected by an armor of bony scales.




	[←58]
	 Relays were of course pointed into the future because the recipient’s light appeared in the sky as it was many hundreds or thousands of years ago. As usual, the irony of the sarkens was totally unwarranted. Even the simplest conversation required an awful lot of orbital math to find the galactic position of the target in its future to synchronize it with the present of the ones transmitting the flux. 
 




	[←59]
	 Lacrilia was a small but very active red dwarf star, able to blow some of the largest coronal mass ejections in the whole quadrant.




	[←60]
	 The lasers on the ceiling pointed to the nearest exit during emergencies, but they could also blind any attacker in case a boarding party was trying to take over the spaceship. 




	[←61]
	 When Ropolis became the capital of the mining world almost thirty years before, the crevice was sealed along its length, except for the central square of the city, where the Antyrans had built the elevators and underground trains.




	[←62]
	 Those who used a hallucinogenic fragrance called bixan to guide them to unseen places. It was rumored that only bixan could offer a genuine out-of-body experience by poisoning the Tarmon islets, the ganglions that controlled awareness and corporeality.




	[←63]
	 The ancients counted in base twenty. 




	[←64]
	 A heavy chain hammer used to slam the heads of the enemies in a powerful overhead arc—often referred to as the “bone cracker.”




	[←65]
	 The ultimate aphrodisiac of the Rigulians, synchronization was an empathetic connection to the thoughts of the hibernating partner with the help of the Corbelian sphere. Their race, renowned for their protocols and rigidity, used the occasion to forget for the moment all the inhibition barriers cultivated for millennia. The ritual allowed the awake Rigulian to dip into the oceans of the most foolish thoughts, the most intimate details shared by the freed mind of its sleeping pair. The creativity nodes buzzed during hibernation, inducing an avalanche of hormones in the awake partner, excesses that endured long after disconnection.




	[←66]
	 The year when Rigulians defeated aging. Of course, the first effect was uncontrollable growth because they didn’t expire anymore. As such, the oldest Rigulians—Omal 13 included—displayed wild variations in body size… until they found a way to stop growing, too.




	[←67]
	 The rest of the time, however, they didn’t sleep at all, not even during the night—which on Rigulia was around half a year because the planet barely rotated around its axis. More precisely, it took around twenty standard years to make one full rotation. 




	[←68]
	 Mythical creatures resembling winged moulans.




	[←69]
	 The description of how the firewall was created, recited by the prophet from the “Arghail’s Exodus” narrative, contradicted the “Sacrifice of Beramis” litany. Yet because both of them were part of the Book of Creation Inrumiral, they were considered equally valid. The temples never tried to reconcile them, and anyone trying to discuss which one was true risked getting a less-than-warm appraisal for their curiosity. 




	[←70]
	The licants felt a foolish pleasure in pecking the skin and moisture of the Antyran beings with their chitinous mandibles, in search of small nutritious fragments. They were particularly attracted by their spikes and gills, but the sticky way they stuck on skin and the lack of manners during lunch forced the ancient Antyrans to avoid sleeping outside, even during the hot summer nights. Of course, the problem was lately solved by the tarjis, who exterminated the licants in the wild on the grounds that they became corrupted after flying over “Arghail’s cities,” the ancient towns incinerated by Zhan. 




	[←71]
	 True, the archivists found countless proofs that the trees were no mere fabulations. They even found some seeds preserved in ice and had recently managed to revive them in the labs. The species had become extinct after Zhan’s coming with the sudden warming of the planet under the firewall and the draining of the marshes by a growing, hungry population.




	[←72]
	 The zabulans, Colhan’s eternal fire-keepers, were bound by the chastity pledge. In order to help them avoid temptations, they were taken early by the ancient temples—three months after choosing a male sex—and mutilated. They had their tails and head spikes cut off, making them repulsive to any Antyran female.




	[←73]
	 The Antyrans never wore foot protection, not even when they walked on ice, but they used to put gloves on their children’s feet to prevent them from scratching their chins with the three long claws of the foot when sleeping coiled in their nests.




	[←74]
	 The projectile launcher of the chameleons was a cylindrical tube carved from the hardest vein of a tekal heart, sliced lengthwise and reinforced by an elastic band near the pointed end. At the other end, it had a handle on each half of the cleft and a metal cup to hold the projectile—usually a stone or a spiked metal ball dipped in a warhok’s poison. Before use, the dwarves held the tarcanes in bags made from the same invisible fabric as their clothes. They could pull them out quickly and stick the pointy end in the earth. Before their enemies had a chance to figure out what was happening, the chameleons launched a lethal rain over their heads. Legend has it that the deafening clatter of their tarcanes could freeze in terror even the bravest soldiers.




	[←75]
	 The throwing axes of the grahs. 




	[←76]
	 Resistant netting filled with boulders, used to bombard enemies from the skies. 




	[←77]
	 One of the tasks of the orzac females, aside from taking care of the male’s armor and weapons, was the cosmetics of the moulan’s tail spikes. They were growing all the time and had to be regularly groomed; otherwise, the orzacs could have the nasty surprise of not being able to screw the sheaths on before battle. When that happened, the taunts and insults of their comrades were regarded as even worse than not being able to use the tail spikes during the fight.




	[←78]
	 A type of thorny spear.




	[←79]
	 Huge axes with long handles.




	[←80]
	 The rikanes were loaded in giant catapults, each manned by about twenty soldiers. One catapult could launch up to ten rikanes at once.




	[←81]
	 Chitinous creatures the size of an adult Antyran, loosely resembling the underground baskis. The kerats were also mythical creatures that only existed in legends.




	[←82]
	 Llandro were mythical snakelike monsters of the old legends. They could walk rather quickly on the tens of tiny feet growing on their lower bodies. Their trunks consisted of chitin rings fused on their chests in a V shape—a kind of natural armor of considerable thickness. On their necks, they had a mane of detachable poisonous spikes they could launch at their enemies. To complete the already-deadly arsenal they bore into battle, their four long fangs could spit a poison more potent than the strongest acid.




	[←83]
	The ancient armies used to fight on three wings—the baitar in the center, the allies on the left wing, and his first ratrap on the right.




	[←84]
	The commander of a large unit of orzacs.




	[←85]
	 The legends said that the poison was extracted from a sea-worm living in the abyssal depths of the planetary ocean. The arcanians could only get it from the wonkcs, mythological aquatic reptiles who asked for the platinum weight of the worms in exchange.




	[←86]
	 The father-mother of Colhan, buried for eternity in an ice tomb. 




	[←87]
	 Arghail 12:1: “The birth of the primordial evil. A step through the doorway.”




	[←88]
	 The text refers to the water of the dead.




	[←89]
	 “Alfonsito! What’s this thing? I’m scared!”




	[←90]
	 Feathers were unknown in the Antyran biota.




	[←91]
	 The first contact of the Sigians with Terra took place 1,400 years before on the Chilean coast. They found a group of Indians called Mapuche. Mapu means “earth” in the Mapudungun language; therefore, they used the same word for the planet. The Grammians knew it as Terra—this being the name used by the whole Federation.




	[←92]
	 Gill couldn’t even dream of the nefarious consequences the arrival of the Sigians had on the Aztecs, who associated Kirk’an with their feathered serpent god, Quetzalcoatl. The change originating in Xochicalco was a turning point in the Mesoamerican religious dogmas: Quetzalcoatl had lost his appearance as a feathered serpent and became Sigian, easy to confuse with a human. Several hundred years later, Moctezuma was convinced that the white gods had returned and didn’t attack Hernando Cortes when he could have crushed him—hence his empire was easily conquered. A civilization disappeared due to this little incident.




	[←93]
	 The Antyran name for black holes.




	[←94]
	 The temples had never been able to suppress the Ijmahal death ritual, so they morphed it—with great success—into the “Guide of Light” litany in the Book of Creation Inrumiral. No one but the archivists had the original ritual as it was gathered by Laixan in his writings from the memories of the mythical Azaric. According to Azaric, the text was much older, being transmitted orally by the ancient aromaries since time immemorial.




	[←95]
	 The drughira was a long, heavy mace with metal nodules. It was the main weapon of the wandabian fighters.




	[←96]
	 A Rigulian ship’s commander.
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