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  Trigger Warnings


	Bullying

	Homophobia, transphobia, and misgendering (Mostly past, in a memory. One short scene in the present. Always from an antagonist)

	Kidnapping

	Torture

	Abusive parent

	PTSD
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  “Le seul monde qui mérite d'être conquis est celui que délimitent notre peau et nos pensées. Les autres existent pour être visités. Simplement visités.” 
-Pierre Bottero

The only world worth conquering is the one defined by our skin and our thoughts. The others exist to be visited. Simply visited.
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  Chapter One


Caliel retracted his wings into his back, the leathery membrane vanishing beneath his skin. His claws disappeared under his flesh—first the organic ones, then the metallic blades hidden between his knuckles. A ripple washed over his irises, their bright red hue fading into an ordinary, human-like brown. 
He stepped through the portal.
The sky above him was an endless ocean of blue, so different from the turquoise of Thylsnea. Even the air smelled different: crisper, with a faint hint of car fumes. He chuckled as a light breeze swept through his long brown hair. The small differences all around still amazed him, like they had every time he had visited this realm before. 
He stroked a leaf pensively, watching the way the sun illuminated its every detail. The grass beneath his feet, the trees around him—everything was paler, less vivid than it was on Thylsnea, but no less beautiful. He tipped his head back, looking into the sun. It shone brighter than his home world’s star, bigger and hotter. That explained the sky color, but what about the rest? Could there be some unseen difference in the fabric of this universe, too small to be seen but big enough to repaint the entire world?
He joined the main road and walked toward the university. The best way to understand a species was to live among them, so that was exactly what he had decided to do. He would have loved to study the physics of this world, but there was no time to linger. His second year of sociology was about to begin, and he was eager to start his new classes. 
He moved through the street with practiced ease, just another face in the crowd. Ialtags like him could blend in with humans easily enough, and years of silent observation had taught him all about social expectations, but still, he didn’t belong. Laughter echoed in the halls. Friends shared inside jokes, discussed their holidays, and savored each other's company. Caliel slowed his pace and, for a moment, imagined joining them—laughing freely, unguarded. 
He had acquaintances here on earth, but no friends, the weight of secrets and lies constructing a wall around him. Things weren’t so different on Thylsnea, where his red eyes, betraying rare power, were met with wariness, admiration, and envy… all feelings that blocked true friendship from forming. At least on Earth, he was invisible.
He owned a home in this realm, somewhere deep in the forest, but it was hours away from this campus. He made his way to the dorms, where he would reside instead, and knocked on the door before opening it. His new roommate didn’t react as he walked in, too absorbed in the pages of his book, headphones blocking the sound of Caliel’s entry. He startled when Caliel stepped in front of him and shut his book.
“Sorry, I didn't mean to scare you. I'm Caliel; it looks like we're roommates.”
“My bad,” the young man answered, removing his headphones from his curly, light brown hair. “I just didn't hear you come in. I'm Gabriel.”
“What are you reading?” Caliel asked, pointing at the book with his chin.
“Oh, erm, it’s called Five by David Sullivan. It's a horror story about a holiday camp.”
Gabriel didn't look him in the eye as he answered, and he twisted the hem of his light blue t-shirt between his fingers. A wave of unease emanating from Gabriel brushed against Caliel’s mind, his ialtag’s senses allowing him to feel the emotional state of others. Caliel smiled kindly.
“Spooky. Is it, like, a slasher? Or a ghost story? Monster story, maybe?”
Gabriel tilted the book so Caliel could see the cover. It depicted two skeletons in a small boat, accompanied by the title: Five, a tale about loss.
“It’s a ghost story,” Gabriel explained, still on the defensive, even though he tried to hide it. “But not in the traditional sense. It’s creepy, poetic, and brutal at the same time.”
“Sounds nice.” Caliel made sure to keep a soft tone in the hope of making his roommate more comfortable. “I really like horror. I read this book the other day: Hive of Blood by Shantel Brunton. Technically, it's dark fantasy, but given some of the scenes, it's not that far from horror, really. Anyway, nice to meet you. I'll stop rambling and let you read in peace.”
Gabriel smiled back and returned to his reading. It wasn't a polite smile either, as humans sometimes did, but a genuine one. An introvert, then, with tastes rather like Caliel's. Cohabitation should go smoothly.
***
The next morning, Caliel got out of bed feeling energized. He threw some clothes on and made his way to his first class of the semester, Intercultural Psychology and Social Representations. A fleeting feeling tickled his senses as he walked down the halls, both familiar and out of place, a presence, something he’d known his whole life but never encountered in this context. Caliel tried to focus on it, but it flew out of reach before he could grasp it, so fast that he wasn't even sure it had truly been there to begin with.
He sat down in the large auditorium, took out his computer, and wrote down the name of the course in a text file. A flow of students followed him, filling the room until not a spare seat remained. A blond-haired boy sat on his right, and a purple-haired person on his left. The first time he came to Earth, Caliel had been surprised and amazed to see that some humans had brightly colored hair. Later, he had realized that these were actually dyes and that the natural hair colors of humans were similar to those of ialtags, except for white, which apparently only appeared in older humans. He liked the way humans played with their appearances and had considered dyeing his hair green, but that would only draw more attention to him on Thylsnea.
The teacher, Mrs. Blau, a woman in her thirties, sat down at her desk and looked at the crowd.
“I don't have a microphone,” she announced by way of introduction. “I informed them that the batteries were low. They are still low. I'm doing what I can.”
She continued to speak in a loud voice, doing her best so that everyone could hear her. Caliel relaxed in his seat, smiling to himself. He couldn’t wait to learn about all the topics she mentioned in the course outline. They would study how humans' cultural background impacted their relationship to the world, and what it meant in a therapeutic context, which meant that Caliel would not only learn more about the way occidental human societies worked, but also discover more about other parts of this realm.
“You see,” Mrs. Blau almost said as loud as she could, “not all cultures treat something as universal as emotions the same way. Western cultures tend to valorise expressing positive emotions like happiness and excitement, while some Asian cultures prioritize emotional restraint, regardless of the emotion. An American psychologist attempting to treat a patient who grew up and evolved in Japanese culture, for example, risks encountering a wall of incomprehension, both on his part and on that of his patient, if he is unable to recognize these differences. We will also discuss varying educational practices, with some cultures valuing obedience, others autonomy, or simply social rules concerning physical contact and distance from the person you are talking to during a conversation. These are all differences that are important to take into account if we want to understand the person we are dealing with.”
Caliel jotted everything down, eager to delve deeper into these topics over the coming months.
 At the end of the lecture, she gave them some time to form groups for the presentation they’d have to do during the semester. The assignment involved developing a study protocol on a topic of their choice related to the course, then writing a report on their findings to discuss in front of the class. 
Caliel already knew many of the students, but he never had any real contact with them. The blond boy on his right immediately formed a group with three of his friends, but the purple-haired person on his left had only found one other person and needed to complete their group. 
“Hey, I’m Ash, they/them pronouns,” they said as they turned to face Caliel. “This is Veronica. Want to join our group?”
Caliel immediately enjoyed the energetic way Ash talked. “Sure. I’m Caliel. He/him,” Caliel replied, mimicking the phrasing Ash had used. The trio found a fourth member, Devon, a black man with a sunflower tattoo. They exchanged numbers, agreeing to brainstorm a theme and send their ideas to the group chat later. Caliel doubted he’d be able to come up with something convincing on the spot—he didn’t know Earth enough for that—but with some research, he knew he’d be able to come up with a subject or two.
Students trickled out of the auditorium, their footsteps echoing through the halls. The smell of coffee from the nearby cafeteria filled the air. Caliel adjusted his backpack when a faint prickle ran down his spine. A familiar presence, the same he thought he had sensed before, there and gone in an instant. It was like sensing another ialtag’s aura, something that he felt so often in his realm that he barely registered it. But that shouldn’t be happening on Earth. Caliel took a deep breath. It was his imagination, nothing more. Thylsneans rarely came to Earth. The chances of others of his species being in the same place as him, at the same time, were so low it wasn’t worth thinking about.
Unless they were following him.
Even though he knew he was being foolish, Caliel willed his aura to fade, hiding it like he had hidden his wings and claws. He didn’t like the idea of unknown ialtags being able to sense him too, if they truly were there. Uncertainty crept under his skin, but he forced himself to ignore it. He took a cautious step, then another. Eventually, he willed himself to walk to his next class.
The Social History of Media auditorium was only half full when he arrived. Gabriel was already seated in a quiet corner at the back of the room, scrolling on his phone. Caliel sat next to him, eager to get to know him better.
“Hey, I didn't know we had classes in common,” Caliel said. “I didn't ask you, what are you studying?”
Gabriel startled again, but his surprised expression turned into a smile when he saw him.
“Art history and film study. What about you?”
“Sociology. So you guys have compulsory classes with us?”
“No, not necessarily, but it's always interesting to broaden your horizons. Nice shirt, by the way.”
“Thanks! I love their music,” Caliel said, straightening his Pink Floyd shirt. He was very fond of human music, just like its literature and cinema. They were portals to Earth’s cultures and interests.
A grizzled man in his fifties walked behind the desk and announced the program in a deep, raspy voice. There would be an oral exam at the end of the semester. Caliel exchanged a glance with Gabriel when he announced an oral exam at the end of the year and encouraged them to practice with a friend. Gabriel nodded, playing with the hem of his beige t-shirt.
The lecture pulled Caliel in, each word resonating deeply with him. The professor spoke excitedly of Hannah Arendt's idea that public space was not only constructed by people but also by the media they create and consume. Caliel tapped away at his keyboard, noting with interest that this analysis worked equally well for human and ialtag societies. To do something, you first needed to imagine that it was possible. You couldn’t make things better if you were unable to envision better things existing, and what more appropriate place to imagine possibilities than in stories? The two periods were over in the blink of an eye, and Caliel was almost disappointed when the clock struck 12 and the teacher stopped his lesson.
He turned to Gabriel, who was putting his laptop away in his bag.
“Lunch?”
Gabriel blinked, running his fingers through his hair.
“Uh, sure. Yeah.”
The cafeteria in their building wasn’t the best on campus, but it was good enough and convenient. They bought chicken cutlets and squeezed through the crowds of students until they found a free table. Gabriel sat awkwardly on his seat, but judging by the small smile on his face and the warmth that emanated from him, Caliel could tell that he was happy to be there. At the next table, three students were chatting in loud voices, gesturing to emphasize their words.
“Did you see those freshmen? They were weird as fuck. The way they looked around like everything was made of dog shit?” the first student asked.
“The guy with the white hair looked like he wanted to eat my soul for breakfast!”
The three of them laughed, but the third added, “Seriously, though. I wouldn't want to run into them in a dark alley. I don't know what's with ‘em, but there's definitely something off.”
Gabriel chuckled. “I wonder what they did to scare them so much,” he said, having also overheard the conversation.
Caliel couldn’t help but think back on the presence he’d sensed earlier. He stabbed at his chicken in frustration, wishing he could share his thoughts with Gabriel. Instead, he changed the subject of conversation.
“So, why did you choose this degree? Do you know what you want to do later?”
Gabriel blushed, looking down at his plate.
“Erm, I’m not sure. I’d like to be a filmmaker, but I  don’t know…”
“That’s awesome!” Caliel said. They didn’t have movies on Thylsnea, and while Caliel preferred books, he did find them quite magical. Sure, his world had actual magic, but humans had managed to create theirs from scratch. And using moving pictures to invoke emotions in others, the same way words did in books, was fantastic. “What kind of movies would you make?”
“Films that explore current issues while putting aesthetics first focus on the placement of light, that sort of thing. I’ll deal with serious and important themes, but always with beauty and gentleness in mind. I want them to be poetic.”
His gaze had brightened as he said this, and his genuine smile illuminated his face again. It was so beautiful that it made Caliel dizzy. He couldn’t help but smile back, butterflies dancing in his stomach.
“It was my mother who introduced me to cinema,” Gabriel continued, tugging at his shirt absent-mindedly. “We had a ritual when I was a kid: we'd have family movie nights with my mother and sister every Saturday, and then we’d talk about what we liked or didn’t like. My sister mostly liked to watch the movies; she didn't care much about the discussions afterward, but my mom and I could spend hours talking about them.” He smiled wistfully, then looked back at Caliel. “What about you? What got you interested in sociology?”
“I’ve always loved learning how things work, including people and societies. Sociological research satisfies my curiosity. Is she your younger or older sister?”
“That’s awesome! And she’s my little sister. Her name is Ava. Do you have any siblings?”
“I have a couple of brothers and sisters, but we’re not really close,” Caliel answered. That wasn’t quite true, but he couldn't explain the details of the non-existent ialtag family system to a human being.
“That’s so sad.” Gabriel winced, looking down at his hands. “Family is the most important thing; you always have each other. I hope you'll be able to reconnect with them someday. Are you at least close to your parents?”
“Er, not really, no. It's complicated.”
“Sorry, I shouldn't have asked; it was rude of me. I'm not close to my father at all either, if that makes you feel any better.” Caliel sensed a wave of anger mixed with sadness coming from Gabriel, even though the human’s expression remained neutral. “Anyway, I didn't mean to pry. Do you like the chicken?”
Caliel held back a fond laugh when he saw how awkward Gabriel was. He looked like a small alnyll ready to scurry away at the slightest sudden movement.
“Hey, relax, it’s okay,” Caliel assured him. “No harm done. Why don’t you tell me about your favorite bands instead? You seemed passionate about music.”
Gabriel nodded quickly, relieved that the conversation was returning to a subject he was comfortable with.
***
After his last class of the day, Caliel walked back into his dorm to find Gabriel on a video call with his mother and sister.
“Oh, sorry, I’ll put my headphones on!” Gabriel said as Caliel made his way to his side of the room.
“I don’t mind,” Caliel said. “Noise doesn’t bother me.”
“Is that the roommate you were telling us about?” A woman’s voice echoed from the other side of the screen. “Why don’t you introduce us?”
Gabriel blushed. “Mom!” he said, shooting Caliel an apologetic look.
“It’s okay.” Caliel laughed, then turned to face the camera. “Hi, Mrs. Durand. I’m Caliel.”
Gabriel’s mother and sister both had straight brown hair, a little darker than Gabriel’s, and warm, sparkling brown eyes.
“Oh, please, just call me Natalie.” The woman beamed at him. “Gabriel was just telling me you two had made friends. That’s nice to hear; I'm glad he's ended up with someone he can get along with.”
“Mom!” Gabriel and his sister Ava groaned at the same time.
“I know, I know, I’m embarrassing you, sorry.” Natalie ruffled her daughter's hair. “But you can’t blame me, can you? I just want to make sure my boy is alright. You understand that, don’t you, Caliel?”
“Of course, Mrs.—Natalie,” Caliel said, noting the fierce protectiveness in her last sentence.
“What about your teachers?” Ava asked her brother. “Are they fun?”
Caliel left them to their conversation and sat down on his bed. He took out his book and flipped through the pages, but his brain refused to retain anything he read. Instead, his mind kept wandering to how nice and interesting his roommate was and how kind his family seemed to be. It seemed unfair that he’d met them already but would never be able to tell Gabriel anything substantial about his own life.
He snapped his copy of The Tamír Triad shut, giving up on reading. Instead, he took off to decorate his side of the room. First, he taped a map of the imaginary country of Nelvethearia, from the Hive series by Shantel Brunton. He brushed his fingers over the glossy paper. It was fun to see the fantasy worlds that human beings dreamed up, and this one was particularly well done.
 On the other side of the room, Gabriel spoke excitedly of one of his teachers who was well-known in the field. Caliel smiled and hung up a poster of a rabbit in a forest. The animal closely resembled a Thylsnean alnylls, minus the green fur and decoy flowers for camouflage, of course. He liked having decorations that reminded him of home. He added the Heathers movie poster next to the rabbit. As he hung up an Avatar band poster, he wondered what would happen if he decided to reveal his identity when Gabriel ended his call.
“Heathers. I like that movie,” Gabriel remarked with a small, shy smile.
By the First Ones, he was cute.
“Me too, especially the ending. It’s amazing.”
“Sorry about my mom, by the way.” He winced as he started to put his own posters on the wall. “She can be a bit overbearing sometimes.”
“Yeah, I noticed. But seriously, I don’t mind. She’s nice; she seems like she loves you a lot.”
His eyes trailed the posters Gabriel had started putting up: Evil Dead, Lord Of The Rings, Scream, Smashing Pumpkins, Dead Kennedys, and many, many pictures of his family. No pictures of friends, Caliel noted.
“I can tone it down if you think it’s too much,” Gabriel mumbled, following Caliel’s gaze. There wasn't an inch of wall visible on his side of the dorm.
“It’s your side; you can do whatever you want with it,” Caliel said, chuckling. “Besides, I like them; they’re cool.”
Gabriel let out a discreet breath, his shoulders relaxing. Was he constantly expecting people to snap at him? That must be exhausting. 






  
  Chapter Two


As Caliel and Gabriel walked down the hall, their steps fell into an easy rhythm, the chatter of other students accompanying the comfortable silence they had fallen into. Amidst the aroma of paper and morning coffee, something prickled Caliel’s senses: that presence again. There was no doubt this time: Other ialtags were here. Caliel stiffened and looked around, but only saw human students scrolling on their phones, laughing, or hurrying to class. Still, it was strong enough that he knew they were close by. Gabriel glanced at him, so he forced himself to relax. Their presence could still be a coincidence, after all. 
As they turned a corner, Caliel’s breath caught in his throat.
There they were.
Three freshmen: a boy with messy black hair, brown eyes, and a weary expression; a tall girl with long, dark brown hair and a haughty look; and a second boy, sinewy with completely white hair, smiling as if he owned the world.
They cast a disdainful, contemptuous glance at Caliel and Gabriel as they passed by, then resumed their conversation. Careful to keep his aura concealed, Caliel turned his empathic abilities to them. He didn’t like what he sensed. Darkness, hate, ambition, and disgust—there was no doubt they weren’t on Earth for innocent purposes. Once out of earshot, Gabriel turned to Caliel.
“You think those were the freshmen those guys were talking about? They did look like bad news.”
Caliel’s stomach twisted, his head full of questions. Those ialtags didn’t seem like they were simply exploring the way he was. They weren’t interested in their environment at all. Why were they here, then? Did they somehow know about him? Had they followed him here? If that were the case, he could be putting Gabriel in danger by befriending him. Maybe he should tell him the truth after all?
Could they be ialtag supremacists? That would be a problem. Those were rare, but if three of them had decided to go to Earth together, it wouldn’t be simply to play tourists. They must have had something nefarious in mind. Maybe they were planning to recruit him because of his eyes, since extremists like them believed it made him superior and meant he should rule over everyone.
No, he was making a mountain out of a molehill. He’d sensed negative feelings emanating from them, but they'd barely glanced at him; there was no way they could have recognized him. They couldn't be there for him. It wasn't as if he was that important anyway. His eyes did set him apart from other ialtags, but that wasn’t enough to explain why three of them would follow him to Earth, even less be a threat to Gabriel. Still, his roommate was right; they did look like bad news. 
“Yes, I think so,” he finally answered, his throat dry. “Stay away from them, okay? I have a very bad feeling about them.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, me, too
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