
        
            
                
            
        

    
	NERVE

	Noir Thriller – Science Fiction

	 

	Seeking redemption, a discredited agent investigates the perplexing death of an elderly millionaire, unearthing a macabre scheme that might involve himself.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	CLICK HERE OR SCAN THE QR CODE BELOW

	TO DOWNLOAD NERVE (A PULSTAR PREQUEL) FOR FREE AND A SURPRISE GIFT.
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MARLENH

	Thriller – Mystery – Steamy Romance

	 

	After five years of marriage, Marlenh is having an affair with a man concealing a secret that could destroy her and her family. When she discovers the truth, it may be too late.
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	PURCHASE MARLENH, A PULSTAR PREQUEL, IN THE STORE WHERE YOU PURCHASED THIS BOOK.



	
	MUSIC FROM THE PULSTARVERSE

	 

	CLICK HERE TO LISTEN TO THE SOUNDTRACKS OF THE PULSTAR UNIVERSE FOR FREE. ALL TRACKS WRITTEN BY GIANCARLO AND INSPIRED BY THE BOOKS.
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	ALSO FEATURED: ALL ALBUMS BY GIANCARLO’S FORMER BAND, FRACTALER.

	ENJOY!
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	NOTES

	 

	Thank you so much for purchasing this book. Pulstar III – The Cracked Mirror of the Cosmos is the final part of the Pulstar trilogy. I’m sharing the links and QR codes where you can download Nerve (a prequel) for free and the first and second books of the trilogy on sale: Pulstar I – The Swan Barely Remembers and Pulstar II – Meadows of Involution.
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	PULSTAR II
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	If you’ve already read these books, I encourage you to click on this link PULSTARVERSE SUMMARY to download a free summary of Nerve, Pulstar I, and Pulstar II.

	 

	 

	In Pulstar III, some alien characters belong to the third gender of planet Chrilarm. This is due to mutations and genetic variations resulting from evolution. Indeed, in the Pulstarverse, there’s another world, Deraimt, where the intelligent civilization has four genders. For these third-gender Chrilan characters, called “composite,” I invented some pronouns and adjectives.

	Subject Pronoun – He: Hes

	Object Pronoun – Him: Hem

	Possessive Adjective – His: Hesa

	Possessive Pronoun - His: Hesa

	Reflexive Pronoun – Himself: Hemself

	 

	The word Rahed is mentioned a few times in Pulstar I. I changed this word to Saghen. Unfortunately, I couldn’t update it in the first edition of Pulstar I.

	 

	On Chrilarm, months are called Gamonts, and weeks are Lisagers.
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	What if everything was a lie?

	Someone had ventured beyond the borders several Vitems ago. All the neighboring civilizations were aware of this, but none agreed on the way it had happened or on the final outcome.

	Every time she pondered about it, she experienced a bizarre, intrusive despondency, her memories becoming acidic ions as if a neuronal pulsar had doctored them. The reason was so obvious, yet she found it so elusive to fathom it all. Still, she had to digest what seemed to be the only answer, although without evidence. At first, she wrestled to brush off that terrifying revelation that warped and cluttered her mind, but she ended up making peace with it.

	Once again, she’d attempt to convince her partner that it was a genuine thing and not an oneiric farrago of her neuromagnetic body. Then, she’d shout it out to the world.

	The truth was still entombed in the mire of the cosmos, but perhaps the cosmos itself was the greatest deceiver—perhaps she’d always looked at herself through a cracked mirror.


VOLUME 1



	
	PART

	 

	I


“We have an appointment at the end of space-time.”

	Telssa opened his speech from the silver stage, amid gushing applause and before thousands of Chrilans packing out the Fractal’s immense dome, the largest crowd ever attending any event at this institution. The colleagues and critics who had railed against him for so many years were also there. They awarded him the highest prize a Chrilan could earn—it had been more than two hundred years since anyone had received it—but Telssa still deemed it insufficient.

	The azure windows enveloped the entire dome. Through them, the beveled, black and coppery constructions of the kilometer-long Fractalean city exhibited shades of a somber, cloudy dawn.

	Telssa failed to catch sight of the end of the vast, crammed patio. His eyes returned to Anthel’s once again.

	She beamed at him, made some droll grimaces, and then mouthed, “Sorel, I’m proud of you. Impress them and rub your success in their faces.” Yes, she always said the appropriate words, made the wise gesture, and took the fitting attitude for each situation.

	“The most powerful spark in history,” continued Telssa as the applause trailed off. “It ignited the engines of creation and blasted that matter of infinite density at the beginning of everything. In one second, it forged the foundations that would govern our universe. By the end of this first second—the foremost of the cosmos—in a space of only thirty light-years long and after the war of matter against antimatter was over, the neurocosmic force was created: the best friend of dark energy and, of course, of our precious Pulstar, who was also about to be born. Unlike most Chrilans, I do not accept the official date of our neuromagnetic body’s birth. That was my starting point for seeking to ferret out the answers beyond the frontiers. That’s why I’ve devoted my life to proving that the Saghen exists. This has garnered me enemies and taunts from my colleagues. I admit it’s difficult to assimilate the existence of this concealed treasure, but how to dismiss the absolute wisdom about the meaning of evolution?

	“Now here we are, celebrating the infallible equations that state the Saghen is real. Thanks to an exhaustive, rigorous scientific method, we’re the first civilization in this galactic cluster to discover the location of the Saghen.”

	Telssa extended his arms toward the massive elliptical screens at his sides. They flashed a blurry, haggard, white light pulsing slowly on a black background.

	“There it is.” Telssa’s elation turned into boastfulness. “Now you see it, don’t you? Holler it out. I want to hear it. Come on! It’s waving to us and inviting us to its house to tell us about ... well, you know, nothing relevant—only the absolute truth of all things.”

	He chuckled and glanced at Anthel.

	She applauded, albeit with cautious effusiveness, her smile waning as the dome roared louder.

	 

	———

	 

	“I couldn’t contain my laughs at one point, my sorel,” said Anthel, stroking Telssa’s hand.

	They strolled along the passage of concrete clay through the orange grove in southern Lonve’s most famous park: Cerme Park. Some minutes to midnight. Several Chrilans nodded and waved to Telssa and carried on their way.

	“You should’ve seen the faces of two Fractal managers standing next to me,” Anthel continued. “Look, look how they were.” She poked out her lower lip, puffed out her gray-white cheeks, and squinted. She spoke again in a senile, cartoonish voice. “‘That little white speck doesn’t prove a thing. It’s not real, it’s not real.’”

	She broke up her laughter. Telssa played along, less eagerly, though.

	“And you darted at several of them,” Anthel continued. “I liked that—they’ve ranted about you quite a bit. Arrogance won you over for a moment, above all, when you received the award.”

	Telssa showed her the platinum statuette of about twenty centimeters height he held in his other hand: two horizontal plates, one on top of the other, and a sphere between them. A stem of the same material sprang from the lower plate, concluding on a small stand. “My prize,” he said as if he were a Chrilan kid, “mine, mine!”

	“I heartily congratulate you, Telss. Only you and I know how much you’ve ... we’ve sacrificed for this.”

	“It’s not over yet.”

	“Oh no, not today. Don’t start. Come on, forget about that fellow for a moment.”

	“Fellow?”

	“Mr. Saghen. I deserve a lot of awards too, don’t you think?”

	Telssa paused, set the statuette down on the grass, grasped Anthel’s arms, and beamed at her. She gifted him that candid, jovial grin he knew by heart and still enthralled him.

	“Alright, what does my Anth want?” he asked.

	She pouted her lips. “Hmmm, let’s see.”

	“I know, caresses on her back.”

	“Of course not. That’s not a prize—that’s your obligation. No, no, what I want is for my Telss to comprehend me, listen to me, coddle me, not leave me alone for so long, always wanting to have the most fantastic sex in the world and, most importantly, to dispose of so many wacky ideas out of his head. Am I asking too much? Am I too demanding?”

	Telssa gave her a short, soft kiss on her mouth. She closed her eyes.

	“You have my word,” he said. “From now on, everything will be even better for us. You trust me?”

	She fumbled blindly for his lips. This time, the kiss ramped up. “Of course, you silly,” said Anthel, opening her eyes. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been with you for so many centuries. You’re my nutty Chrilan with earthly genes”—she chortled—“like me.”


 

	 

	 

	LYRICS

	 

	JERAL

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	1

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Did the gamma ray also pervade my neuromagnetic body?

	It had just happened, and I had witnessed it from a vantage point. I was still lying on that rooftop, gazing up at the sky as if someone up there owed me an explanation. My body was depleted, lacerated, red. I closed my eyes, and minutes later, someone grabbed me by the armpits and put me on a comfortable platform. Then I collapsed.

	 

	———

	 

	“You are in the condemnation of reality,” said a gruff, masculine voice as the cold scraped my bones. I was lying on a flat, icy floor. I touched my body; they’d healed me, washed me, and changed my clothes, although these were somewhat like the previous ones.

	“Since we brought you here,” the voice continued, “all you’ve done is mutter, asking where you are and mumbling the same old names.”

	I managed to half-open my eyes. Everything was dark except for a blackened and wizened face before me: lush gray hair, thick lips, a flat nose, his enormous eyes scrutinizing me.

	“I’ve wanted to meet you in the flesh for a long time,” the man continued. “I still find it challenging to accept everything they said about you. If it weren’t because Zabrinah Yorkt was the one who mentioned you the most, I wouldn’t even have believed you existed. Jeral Murh, stubborn astronomer with a muddy future. The most gripping thing that happened to you was losing your sister, Jessi Murh, and as a result, you accomplished what we would have achieved in the near future. I repeat: Yorkt assured us you’d make it.”

	I strained to sit, leaning my back blindly against the cold, smooth wall. “Where am I?” I sputtered. My voice sounded as if I had a vocal cord infection. “It was supposed to be—”

	“Yes, the world is still full of assumptions, yet those grounded in facts move forward. Yorkt had her agenda; we had ours, which was more practical and simpler. What we agreed on was the fate of the murderers of the Greatest—of God. Yes, Jeral Murh, you two killed a divine creature—well, you alone were the executioner, actually—and that’s what the Astralvians believe. We’ll ensure they continue to do so, each time with more vehemence. Are you aware of the power you two have given us?”

	“Where are Aris and Esther?”

	He brought his face closer, blowing his breath of meat and tobacco at me. “Esther is going to resurrect,” he answered, revealing his yellowish teeth. “As for the other, that’s none of your business. In any case, we’ll decide when and how to end you two. The new president ... correction ... the prime minister—there will never be another president in Astralvia, since Winston Follver reigns from Lothol—wants us to do it now, in a bombastic and superb act. As the new director of the Posver, I’m swaying her that this isn’t the best ploy. You assassinated the Greatest, and the Astralvians haven’t recovered from such an egregious event, so it’s not the most suitable moment to execute the vile assassins. Besides, you and Aris will supply us plenty of platinum and uranium for years. ‘The murderous traitors also wanted to obliterate the children’s schools of Lonhve Majeure.’ ‘The anti-Follvers broke out using their fiend worship, but we’re already about to apprehend them.’ ‘The killers are repenting for their sins; that’s why they want us to execute them in front of everyone.’ ‘One of the anti-Follvers has just slaughtered an Astralvian family who had visited them in their cell to pray for their soul.’ Whatever. In all these years of my military career, Follver taught me everything is believable.”

	“That’s right. You’re a prime example of what an idiot is capable of believing.”

	“Beware, assassin, only I can ease your path to death.”

	“Wrong.”

	“Oh, yes, I forgot what Yorkt assured me: you have certain mental powers. What a quackery. Anyway, whatever your ability is, don’t sweat—you’ll never practice it again. Yorkt gave us the necessary doses to prevent it, just in case. There’s no escape, Murh; no tomorrow, no gray. Believe it or not, I’d like to come around here from time to time—you’re already a legend—but I can’t tolerate freezing climates. Here, you’ll finish dehydrating, and when there’s not a profitable drop we can extract from your miserable existence, we’ll put you to rest.”

	I managed to get up, keeping my balance. My bare feet confronted the freezing floor. The man stood up as well, bending down to face me again.

	“How long has it been?” I asked in a louder voice, staring into his eyes.

	He drew a false rictus of surprise. He looked up, and a fiery white light came from a corner of the ceiling. I covered my eyes with my hand. After almost a minute, I peeked through my fingers, catching a glimpse of the man’s fuzzy black and red uniform. I removed my hand from my eyes. My new prison was a small, empty, airtight metallic room with a tiny toilet next to a faucet in the corner.

	“Only a week,” the man said. “But don’t bother. Here you’ll forget the meaning of time.” He took a few steps back. “The punishment will be so constant that you’ll beseech to see me or anyone of the party again. Trust me; the cold isn’t the worst part of this cell. Oh, and in case you are interested—hmm, I think you are—my name is Aghorni.”

	“Your predecessor cared more about knowing the terrain she was walking on. You, Director Aghorni, are just a watchdog who’s been running blindfolded on a ledge for a long time.”

	“And you’re a convicted bitch.”

	“Yes, for much longer than someone like you could ever understand.”

	Aghorni pulled a small plastic sack from his pocket and tossed it at my feet. “Bishop Manzare asked me to give you this,” he said. “It’s the only thing of yours he kept from the rendezvous you people had in Kristalorth long ago. Oh, did you know he bought that region and made it his vacation house? I’m sorry I couldn’t resist my curiosity, but I had to snoop around what was inside that sack. I didn’t recall Jessi Murh being so stunning. Oh, and that writing on the crumpled paper, in blue ink ... did you really write that on the date stamped there? The years don’t add up. Well, that’s irrelevant, but I admit your text isn’t so terrible. Hey, I almost forgot. Your mother is in one of the pictures. Therefore, I notify you that Marlenh Murh died like your granny, cemented in her home. When Ighor Vezha’s humanist government ordered the razing of the Ruich blocks, your mother could no longer walk and was half-blind and disconnected from the world. It took the Humanists a week to find her in the rubble, and—rumor has it—she repeated ‘Jeri, my daughter, I’m coming’ several times before passing away. Well, I’m off now. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

	Aghorni left the cell, slamming the door. I sat and emptied the sack on the floor.

	Photos and a creased sheet of paper. Nothing else. Emptiness attacked me with its sharp claws. I have nothing—I have no one. Aris, Esther?

	The photo one of the musicians had taken of Jessi and me at that farm in Bolevh after the concert. Ma had snapped the following picture on my sister’s eighth birthday: Jessi and I, sitting at the living room table and looking at the cake with eight lit candles. The third picture dated back to when Marlenh was young. She was in Arturl Square, carrying a short, saffron-haired toddler of about three years—me. She looked wistful, though pretty; Thamy had taken the photo. Three pictures of Aris and me in Biyelt. I wish we’d stopped time at that lookout. And another one of me, in the main hall of the Holmj Planetarium. I was in the center of the stage, and behind me, the large image of a red, blurry speck: the star Trappist-1, in the Aquarius constellation; this red dwarf must have at least two Earth-like planets orbiting it. The photograph included part of the audience. Who had snapped this picture? Roberth? It was from about two years before they closed the planetarium. I didn’t remember putting it in my backpack. Finally, the crumpled paper: the text I’d written when I was ten years old, the lyrics Thamy never composed the music to.

	“Starting over won’t stop the pain,” I muttered.

	 

	So, a hurricane is on its way

	You told me it is about to come

	Well, my friend, it’s old news

	A storm kissed me yesterday

	And yes, she’s done it many times before

	‘Cause starting over won’t stop the pain

	 

	When it rains, come the memories

	Every second is a battle call

	When you’re young, they say so many things

	And all of them are useless words

	 

	‘Cause starting over won’t stop the pain

	Why do you try to explain your heart

	When no one really cares what you feel inside?

	I try to learn it; this time maybe it’s a different dice

	Starting over won’t stop the pain

	 

	I picked up the photos and the paper and hurled them as far away as I could.

	Starting over won’t ease the pain, but it’s the only thing we can do when we survive an extermination, whether to delay our destiny or make up an imaginary one.


 

	 

	 

	NEW VERWINS

	 

	ESTHER

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2

	 

	 

	 

	 

	If there is one absolute truth in chaos, it is that it can always be more chaotic.

	I’d been lying on the padded cot in the Liberation Room for several minutes, in my obligatory spiritual connection session. I wore a thin, fuchsia-colored, permeable aerodynamic suit. Three young, graceful maids had washed me and massaged my back; they’d just turned me over and now were smearing me with an aromatic oil while reciting Damul verses from the Sacred Scriptures. The lotion soaked all the way through my attire and should enhance a lustful passion between the Greatest in Lothol and me. Eh …

	Two years ago, when I chose these three servants among dozens of fetching Damul chicks, I said to myself, “Hooray, may they pleasure me to death, may they unhinge my sense of touch.” But no pleasure can survive monotony, not even imagining these goofy, cute Damuls were clones of my Emma. So, after a few months, I accepted these sessions would only be massages with no sparkle. Still, it was the only duty as Queen of New Verwins that didn’t irk me.

	Today would be a day more preposterous than the others and, damn it, as long as the khurfin Slapher. It was the opening of the Second Week of Enlightenment Day. So today marked two years since the gamma micro-ray had crashed on this planet, two years since Jeral and Aris had slain the lord of the apocalypse—two years since the Damuls had brought me to this island.

	The oily spiritual ceremony dragged on for a quarter of an hour. As usual, I kept my eyes closed as my mind drifted away to Old Astralvia, to the ancient Earth, but most of all, to Aris and Jeral, my highest connection to the Mhía I longed to rediscover.

	“May the god Follver save you, my queen,” said Archbishop Damul Deckoll Garsh.

	I opened my eyes, experiencing a nasty rush throughout my body and craving for absinthe. Garsh’s eyes were in front of mine.

	“Pardon me for interrupting,” he continued, stepping back and standing by my side, “but I’m glad you were basking in the session. How was the communication with the King this time?”

	I motioned to the three maidens to stop the ritual. One of them pressed a tiny button on the suit’s collar; the outfit released a powerful detergent that vaporized the lotion on my body. As always, I stared at the maids begging for a drop of absinthe, but they shook their heads. For Venus, one of the few things I want as Queen of Involution is absinthe. Tough luck of mine. The Spiritual Republic gives away absinthe to its citizens in every Astralvian corner except New Verwins: the Khurfin Scriptures forbid their queen to enjoy such a drink, so no one on this island can drink it.

	I looked up and down at Deckoll Garsh—the man who had turned his muscular body into a fat warehouse in just one year—and sat on the cot while the maids wiped down my suit.

	“The connection was better than ever,” I replied, not answering the Damul greeting—only I had the privilege of bypassing it in New Verwins. I painted a smile as apocryphal as life. “Good thing this room is so well soundproofed. Otherwise, all Astralvia would have heard my moans of spiritual bliss. The Greatest and I engaged in unprecedented lust. The Eternal turns me on so bad; even in those affairs, he’s the Greatest.” I emphasized these last two words. “What can I say?”

	“You don’t know how happy I am to hear that.”

	“I do know.”

	“Of course, our queen is aware of everything that happens on this island, isn’t she?” He arched his eyebrows and smirked.

	I grinned back, looking into his eyes with a weary grimace. “Hey, this time is the highlight of my day, and your presence is marring it. You should put into practice the only charm you have—your absence.”

	Deckoll rested his interlaced fingers on his belly. “I apologize once again, but today is special.”

	“So?”

	“Well, at last month’s assembly, you harped on about something that struck a chord with all of us.” Deckoll squinted. “Today, when we start our—”

	“I’m still holding the same thing,” I said, standing up. “You guys spew so many fabrications to Astralvia; this is another one.”

	“My queen, our messages are genuine and seek the elevation of Astralvian spirits. Granted, sometimes we get carried away and overdo it, but the truth is always with us.”

	“Please, rehearse your charlatanism in private.”

	“So, you’re not relenting?” he asked, feigning serious concern.

	“Never. Anything else?” I looked at the ceiling.

	“Remember that the Eternal Shultenj’s daughter and the retinue of monks will arrive from Lonhve Majeure earlier this evening.”

	“How many times did you reiterate this yesterday?”

	Deckoll made a bow. I found it phonier and more anomalous than usual, then left the Liberation Room. A maid approached me again.

	“My queen,” she said, “shall we try again? You shouldn’t refuse the spiritual connection. You know that—”

	“No, that’s enough.”

	“But—”

	I stared at each of them. All three lowered their heads.

	 

	———

	 

	My new cell was a small volcanic island north of Astralvia, with a scent of artificial roses, chlorine, and sulfur. They treated me as a divinity. Hey, I’m still ascending in my profession. Before I was a prisoner with a cosmological PhD, whereas now I’ve just earned a mystical magistracy. They prayed to me, invoked my name, stuffed me with carnal—sorry, spiritual—pleasures, groomed, clothed, and fed me: Queen Esther. Or should I say: Prisoner Queen Esther? No need, right? At the mercy of Damuls for the second time, and neither the caresses nor the inordinate adoration would make me forget the real slave was me. So: Slave Queen Esther. Do you like it? Me neither.

	They watched me every second. Not only to prevent me from escaping but because they dreaded that I would revert to my self-destructive tendencies of yesteryear. I’d reiterated to them a million times that it wouldn’t happen, but Damuls—and non-Damuls—will remain morons even in the heartless Inner Judgment. Right, maybe I was being stern with them. They had reason to doubt my love of life, didn’t they? Aha, but I wasn’t still breathing as a human—more human than my breath—from clinging to this existence, but from the certainty that Aris and Jeral were alive, even if everyone insisted otherwise. If God appeared and assured me the same thing, I wouldn’t believe them either. In fact, I wouldn’t let them speak, and I’d shout at them how much they suck at their craft. But hey, what a load of hooey I’m spouting. It’s evident God doesn’t exist. Uh, do you still believe in them? No comment.

	Despite having recalled something of my past, my neuromagnetic body was still rusty. However, I kept riffling through my bogged-down memory trunk.

	Ruve.

	In my first months in New Verwins, I attempted to escape at least ten times. Also, I considered making a one-way trip to Pulstar, hoping the Inner Judgment would receive me in high spirits, but remembering Aris and Jeral curbed my impulse. What would never diminish would be the recollection of that apocalyptic flash in the sky—the luminosity of destruction and extinction that would also calcify my neuromagnetic body, turning it into a rock statue as if it were a troll from the old north of Erophe. Perhaps I always was a fruit bound to rot. So, now I’d be a decayed, rocky, enslaved queen. I know it’s pretty tangled, but so real.

	One of the rare silver linings of being a slave on this volcanic island was having plenty of time to sleep. It still didn’t compare to my vacation apartment in Cyntra, though. Yes, Cyntra, you’re still the most incredible job I’ve ever had. For the first months, I dreamed of Emma all the time, and it was an ordeal. It’s one thing to rave inside a capsule drifting in the seas of Neptune and another thing to repeat, night after night, a utopian, dreamy life on the old Earth. More details? Fine. Emma and I, living in my home in Veldoren, strolling hand in hand through the Yarfras grove and then loving each other in the forest, the sunlight radiating off our bodies, the cloudless blue sky bringing us hope of a lovely day. Waking up and facing reality was like having anesthesia removed in the middle of surgery.

	How absurd it is to invent a life of lies when the ultimate lie is life itself.

	 

	———

	 

	I was on my alcove balcony, observing the Clari waterfall—aha, that’s right, the way my parents used to call me when I was a child—in the northeast of this round island, and above, the grayish sky with brown clouds and a loafing, downplayed sun. Only Astralvia was alive, whereas the rest ... for Venus!

	The castle where I lived stood on the flattened summit of a low mountain almost in the center of the island. Below, the Damul village filled the barren plateaus surrounding the palace: hundreds of thousands of silver huts similar to the one where I’d stayed on that planet beyond the Oort cloud. Now, it seems like eons ago. To the east, the Rebirth Amphitheater: a massive circular structure built downward like a gargantuan funnel that had pierced the surface and delved into it. Some meters from it, a vast sprout of small buildings shriveled inside but with an unreal, neat, plastic facade. Hmm, who do they look like? Home to most of the Damul priests—the bishops and kingdom’s guards resided in the castle. On the western edges of the island, the dark reddish mist merged with the dew, caressing the frontage of columns and elongated mounds of cooled lava huddled on top of each other.

	“May the god Follver save you,” said Bishop Edwargh Manzare behind me—without a doubt, the most obnoxious and stinking man I’d ever met. “I apologize for the delay, but our visitors arrived earlier, so I had to attend to them. It’s an honor. The daughter of the Eternal Shultenj is visiting us. Oh, and she’s bringing you a surprise you’ll love.”

	I continued to watch the scenery as the footsteps approached me. Now I did have to whirl, regretting I didn’t have any mini-perfume bottle to put in my nostrils. Manzare reeked even more than ever.

	“Sometimes I think you’ve forgotten the past you and I shared.” He bowed just centimeters away, then beamed. His face sported his usual white and pink makeup, and his yellow teeth were more prominent. Lips and eyes painted black. His long, white beard and parched hair reached below his shoulders, the red tunic covering him from his neck down. “I’m thankful you outgrew that wayward stage and accepted the truth. I mean the only one, which expands far beyond New Verwins.”

	The two of us stared into each other’s eyes. I put my hand to my nose.

	“The prime minister will be waiting for you in the Sacred Garden,” he added. “Your slaves must dress you up for the occasion. I am notifying you about the visit because I wanted to see you and ask you something before the grand event.”

	I arched my eyebrows and delivered a subtle nod of interest.

	“My queen,” he hissed, “what would you do if we proved the terrorist Castilho and the assassin Murh are—”

	“You know the answer.”

	“Since the Michel Project upgrade, we can no longer enter others’ minds from Pulstar. I thought you were already aware of this.”

	“Not really,” I lied. My spy maid had tipped me off about the side effects of Michel 2.0. “Oh, but you’d love to snoop into my mind again, wouldn’t you?”

	“I respect your privacy since you became my Queen Esther.”

	“I believe you, of course. Anyway, answering what you already know—I would never accept it. You, of all people, should understand it. Your Follver got off on keeping us alive with these human furs.”

	“The Greatest is no more.”

	“Please, Bishop, don’t blaspheme like that,” I said, as if offended. “The Greatest is in every atom of Astralvia, of the cosmos.”

	Manzare looked me straight in the eyes. We stayed like this for seconds until he cracked a smile and swept out with a ludicrous smugness.

	Why did Deckoll Garsh and Manzare ask me the same question? What are these two iguanas up to? I’m convinced Manzare has his agenda, which I’m endeavoring to find out, but what about the fat ball Deckoll?

	 

	———

	 

	It took the maids almost an hour to primp me.

	I stepped out of my ostentatious royal chamber-prison, at least five more servants accompanying me on the way to the Sacred Garden: a park that encircled the entire palace. We descended through the moving walkway in the center of the castle. As always, the profligacy of this construction disgusted me: gold, rubies, and diamonds all over the walls and other sculptures. We climbed down the levels and exited the main hall to the parterre.

	Prime Minister Blankha Selenj was sitting on one of the copper benches reserved for the high Damul hierarchy. It was the second time I’d seen her in person; the first time had been some days after Enlightenment Day. The day a khurfin stellar hired killer slaughtered this once-lovely planet. On that occasion, the piranha woman had told me a couple of idiocies not even she believed. I could hardly look at her face; I barely processed what had just happened. Now, the ill-named Prodigal Daughter—who had stopped looking in the mirror decades ago, perhaps because they shattered every time she stood before them—bore a tight gold dress and silver glasses, her black hair radiant. Her new surgeries didn’t go unnoticed, and the red paint on her lips failed to mask a wound in her mouth. The piranha woman was bitten by another piranha? And I missed such a show? Twenty Posver guards guarded her.

	“My queen, my queen,” she said, pacing to me. Her hoarse voice irked me more than I expected, and her astonishment and merriment were as false as the hope that good would always triumph. “May the god Follver save you. You’re... you are shining. Look at you, caramba whiz! This resurrection and these two years of reign have done you so well. You’re dazzling, exuding ... hmm, I’d better tell you in a more intimate place, shall I?”

	Her overblown and trademark lisping was comparable to Manzare’s scent.

	“Minister Blankha Selenj,” I murmured, looking at the lawn.

	“Gorgeous!” She took my hands and kissed me near my lips.

	What if I bite her, too? “How long are you staying?” I freed myself from her hands.

	“I’d like to spend the entire Enlightenment Week with you people, but I have other commitments. But you can visit me in Lonhve Majeure, especially when we make the Oblation on Sunday. Believe me, Esther, you wouldn’t want to miss it. For holy Follver! It’s the Second Anniversary. Are you up for it?”

	“No.”

	 ”Well, gorgeous, I won’t insist, but at least walk with me for a while—indulge this stalwart admirer.”

	She wrapped her arm around mine. I knew the saunter would be unpleasant but novel somehow. Why did you come all this way, you loathsome harpy? It wasn’t long before nightfall, though that wouldn’t make much difference to the sky—it’d still be dead, clouded over. Unlike the rest of the Earth, Astralvia had no dramatic changes in its biosphere, but it was doomed to a rusty autumn-winter for many years to come.

	“You know what? We should shift planet Astralvia’s capital to this island.” Blankha surveyed the luxurious, dainty garden with implausible surprise. “The two of us would live together: the daughter and the queen. How about that? Besides, the story of our god began in Verwins; of course, not in this one, but—”

	“You wouldn’t like it here. There’s no respect for the right to solitude, not even when sleeping.”

	“Oh, please, it wouldn’t be like that with me. I love freedom and life almost as much as I love my father Follver. I admit so many spiritual cocktails have dismembered some of the bishops’ neurons, but in Lonhve Majeure we know who you really are.”

	“Rhadik. I’ve been trying to figure it out for more than thirty years, though—”

	“I adore you, Esther.” Blankha drew closer to me. “Many say you might try to bail and leave us soon, but I always stand up for you. The other two are a wilted crop. You, on the other hand, grow ever more appealing to me. Do you know why?”

	“I’m dying to hear.”

	“Because as much as you spurn this ominous palace, deep down, you wish to stay here. We’re the same, Esther: addicted to reigns and all that entails.”

	“Hooray, the worst psychological analysis I’ve ever had.”

	Blankha puffed out a laugh and attempted to stroke my back. I backed off from her. After an awkward minute of silence in the stodgy Sacred Garden, the prime minister began to speak for real.

	“You’ve never stopped believing the other two are still alive, have you? On this physical plane, I mean.”

	I remained silent, laconic.

	“Well,” she continued, “you will have your ultimate test as a Damul queen.”

	“I wasn’t aware I had to prove something that Follver himself decreed and which is written in the Sacred Scriptures.”

	“Don’t fret,” Blankha whispered. Again, she attempted to touch me, but I rejected her with more determination. “You’ll grasp it within hours.” She placed both her hands on my hips. “That’s what I came for, gorgeous,” she said, her eyes fierce, her rictus steely. “You’re that important, and I wouldn’t miss it.”

	 

	———

	 

	In the evening, the maids cleaned me again, made me up like the clown queen I was, and dressed me up in a new ball gown. The latter was littered with ludicrous ornaments, opal Damul pendants, and a pin with the sacred image of Winston’s body being pierced by dozens of shards of glass. Once out of the palace, the maids ushered me inside a glass-walled altar, and four servants lifted me. They led me on foot toward the Rebirth Amphitheater as if I were some ancient queen.

	The Damuls and New Verwinans had packed the clean streets to watch their good-for-nothing queen pass by, especially on spotless Leydh Avenue, New Verwins’ main street. Ajam, a thoroughfare named after psycho grandpa. The huts and buildings all lit up for the most prominent event of the year. I was supposed to wave, grin, but once again, I refused to do so.

	Arriving at the entrance of the enormous ditch-shaped amphitheater, two servants helped me down from the altar and sat me in a narrow but comfortable chair. One of them pressed an armrest with his fingers and made some spins.

	The seat rose a few centimeters off the ground, then glided over the crowded auditorium of hundreds of silvery, curling bleachers. Everyone applauded. Most of them shouted, “Long live my queen.” And some, “We are already eternal, we are already in Lothol.” Upon reaching the center of the immense amphitheater, the seat descended into the circular central courtyard, which was packed with Damuls; some danced around while others remained standing and sobbing. All of New Verwins is here. As I approached the stage, I saw something that jerked me so much that I almost fell out of my flying seat. I was witnessing the first miracle in any of the Verwins’ locations where I’d been imprisoned.
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	Zabrinah Yorkt mulled over the journey ahead. She was lying on the bed in the master bedroom of her brand-new exile mansion in Nantervel State; they’d built the construction on the same ground where Visthabol prison had been.

	“Mom, you unwell?” Drew peered out the door of the flashy alcove. “You’ve been in bed all day.”

	Zabrinah smiled at the eleven-year-old girl and invited her to lie down beside her. Drew ran to the bed, jumped in as if it were a swimming pool, and snuggled into Zabrinah’s lap.

	“Let’s see. Were we supposed to hang out today?” Zabrinah asked, twirling the kid’s long hair.

	“Yesterday, you told me we’d travel to the southern border to visit the Savior Mesh.”

	“Right, about a hundred kilometers from here, but I’d rather not take you out there.”

	“Mom, you promised.”

	“Drew, I’ve told you what’s going on beyond the Savior Mesh. It’s unsuitable for a child.”

	“Unsuitable? What does that mean?”

	“That you mustn’t see it.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you might see scary stuff.”

	“Nothing scares me. The Eternal Shultenj always told me so when he visited me in the village. Besides, he created the Mesh before going to Lothol. He saved us. So, what’s the danger?”

	“Remember, the Savior Mesh only protects the Spiritual Republic. The rest of the world’s population is still under the alien Phedras’ attacks, and many humans seek to come here to destroy the Greatest’s legacy.”

	“The Outsiders.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	Drew pulled her head away from Zabrinah’s fingers, sat upright, and watched her, wrinkling her closed mouth and scowling. “Why’d you promise to take me to the Mesh if you weren’t gonna do it?” she asked.

	“My darling, because you’ve asked me to over a thousand times this week. But no, we’re not going there—that’s my decision.”

	“So we’re staying here all day?” Drew shrieked. “We’re trapped in this house all the time, and I’m always babysitting. My brother won’t stop bawling, and you never take care of him.”

	Zabrinah took a deep breath. “Don’t tell lies. The staff and I also look after Cesc, but he’s a nervous little boy. Regarding the other thing, I told you I had to work today.”

	“Liar. You are selfish, Zabrinah Yorkt. You can travel, and I can’t.” Drew jumped out of bed and bolted out of the bedroom.

	What a pathetic mother I am.

	Zabrinah had been living the maternal experience for a year and a couple of months, and what she wanted the most was to wriggle out of that responsibility. Those two stolen, whining, tireless, exhausting, snotty children had her on the brink.

	I tried, but it’s not for me.

	 

	———

	 

	Since Enlightenment Day, Zabrinah seldom left her mansion with her physical body. General Aghorni—the new director of the Posver—was the only person in the republic she was in touch with. He’d guaranteed her absolute immunity. The other aspects of the transition agreement and the change of board—only she and Aghorni knew about these statutes—would come to light at the proper time. In the meantime, the winds of exile continued to howl, and every day she felt more uneasy with her conscience.

	Now, shortly after the argument with Drew, Zabrinah was lying nude on the carpeted floor. She’d ordered the Bradbycon servants to also take care of the two children for at least one day while she was confined to her room. She savored the vitamin candy, plugged the new version of the Tangrem into her nape, and her neuromagnetic body launched into flight, soaring into the stratosphere and heading for the continent of Erophe.

	She’d exited the Savior Mesh several times through Pulstar, witnessing the planet’s insatiable transformation. In the first days, the incineration spread out from the point of impact—the eastern Azhian continent—waves of fire sweeping everything in its path. Soon followed earthquakes, tsunamis, tornadoes, acid rain, carbon dioxide haze, and ashes painting the sky in pitch black. Afterward, the raging winter with perfume of radiation arrived; ultraviolet baths and brown pestilent, nitrogen dioxide clouds appeared in the picture. The last time Zabrinah had overflown the cadaverous Earth, she’d glimpsed some inhabitants in certain distant regions of the impact zone. Their ordeal was slower, viler.

	Zabrinah descended through the chestnut atmosphere, entering the nocturnal Erophe continent, though day and night always laid a dismal and ominous outlook bare.

	Scorched esplanades, blighted meadows, some vacant lands with meager leafless trees dropping to the barren soil like wounded men on the verge of death. The roads were black, desolate. Almost all the lakes and rivers were desiccated, although some retained a gray liquid that must have been crystalline water in its best time. Seas and oceans were waveless, shallow, and painted in sepia and gray. Zabrinah flew over the other continents: the same scenario. The old blue planet had lost all its charm on Enlightenment Day, the Reset. And on this new Earth, on this sepia-gray planet, the Spiritual Republic of Astralvia appeared like a protected and privileged giant alien metropolis whose population numbered around one hundred and twenty million.

	Zabrinah left Earth.

	The universe embraced her and daunted her. She barged into it on her own for the first time without knowing its basic notions and Pulstar well. Also, the years kept passing by, and she kept flashing back to Graham’s last words. ‘It’s you who has to make a decision, who has to run away, if there is still a chance to reverse what I witnessed. Don’t forget that. Maybe then, at some point, we’ll cross paths again.’ Had he witnessed this future? Is that what he meant?

	For Ceres, I partook in this hecatomb.

	She hastened her Pulstarian flight. That appointment had been scheduled over a year ago, a day before Winston’s assassination. Now, she had to represent him and perform an impeccable job. As Zabrinah left the dwarf planet Eris behind, she focused on Barnard’s Star. The journey was smoother than she’d expected.

	 

	———

	 

	After the triple system of Alpha Centauri, Barnard’s Star was the closest star to the Solar System. It was in the constellation of Ophiuchus, almost six light-years away, a dim red dwarf with some small, scorched planets orbiting it. Zabrinah shuddered at that barren, fascinating star system. I am here. Yes, here. She headed for the twilight zone of one of the rocky, sterile bodies, descending to one of its largest craters.

	At once, she was in a broad, dehydrated pool that must be about the size of Lonhve Majeure. She stood in the center, leaning her back against a circular stone column. Above and opposite emerged three glazed-fronted polygons.

	The reddish star hardly lit up that zone of the planet with opaque orange shades. Next to Barnard, a cloudy strip stretching lengthwise, and all around it, thousands of luminous dots, dust, and gases.

	“Zabrinah, look to your left,” said a soft voice’ in Astralvo. “One of those bright stars is the sun.”

	She couldn’t pinpoint it among the swarm of bright specks. I can only identify some constellations. For instance, Orion—

	“Indeed,” said a deep, husky voice, “there it is. Before Orion, at the height of its belt, after the Monoceros constellation.” Nothing. “Locate Sirius, the most luminous star from your stellar system. Follow it to just before Orion’s Belt. It’s one of those dots.”

	“For Ceres,” Zabrinah said. “Me here. And there, a planet with life and unaware of what’s going on around it.”

	“Millions of years ago,” said the soft voice, “this planet we’re on was an oasis of life, even the intelligent kind. Water, oxygen, adequate biosphere, as was your beloved no-longer-blue home. Its most evolved inhabitants had reached a level comparable to Homo erectus, albeit with notable physical differences. When their star had one of its trademark coughing fits, it torched this poor planet and all life perished. Just like that, in a couple of minutes. Millions of years later, life sprang up again—nothing more resilient and dogged than life. Right when bacteria began to reign, another catastrophe befell: a giant about twenty times bigger than your Jupiter derailed from its orbit and passed close by, tweaking this planet’s orbit and edging it nearer the star. The temperature increased, and the planet dried up. Something similar happened billions of years ago in your Solar System; that’s why Jupiter occupies its current throne.”

	“When you return home,” said a whispering voice, “control your thoughts, enjoy space, and be grateful for what you still have.”

	The three who had spoken had also been at that meeting with Follver a week before his murder. Our physical bodies rested at Frinsal Bay.

	“Why are you still interested in my home?” asked Zabrinah. “Anything worthwhile there is gone.”

	“Oh, please,” the whispering voice replied, “you’re the best Frinsal could get for this phase? Human, if you’re not fit for us, we’ll have to do it our way.”

	“You wouldn’t dare violate the deal,” said Zabrinah. “Follver forbade you to invade Earth in these years—it’s not yet time.”

	“Follver is no more,” the husky voice said.

	“Frinsal explained nothing to you,” said the smooth voice. “That’s so like him. He didn’t even teach you the basics. Then, why so much fidelity to someone who always kept you in the flimsiest of knowledge? What did he promise you?”

	Zabrinah looked down. The dark sandy soil resembled so much her worn neuromagnetic body. Are these beings my judges? Is this what Winston wanted?

	“We’re not interested in you,” said the husky voice. “We’re neither your prosecutors nor your teachers. We only expected Frinsal to deliver what he promised us long ago—a feckless charlatan, as always. He scuttled away. Now he’s gone, and he left us this rookie.”

	“I’m just keeping in touch with you,” said Zabrinah. “I don’t care about your plans.”

	“You can’t lie here, Zabrinah,” said the soft voice. “Pulstar is fallacy-proof, though you must have learned to shield your thoughts. For the other two, it’s tricky to comprehend you; their patterns are so different from ours. Some of them breathe ethane, whereas others don’t need water to live. Believe me, they’re as different for you as they are for me. I’m the only one who can understand you. As Frinsal said at the last meeting, my home is on what humans knew as Kepler-186f, but the real name is Frater-1. It’s a planet akin to yours, in better condition, though, almost five hundred light-years from here. We’re a more advanced civilization than yours and the extinct Chrilans. That’s where your master came from: Chrilarm, a dead planet about eleven light-years from Earth. Oh, but Frinsal told you about that at least, didn’t he?”

	“Cut to the chase,” said the whispering voice. “Patience has run out. When are we getting our payment?”

	“I don’t know what you mean,” Zabrinah replied.

	“It shows,” said the husky voice. “You’re a deadbeat envoy.”

	“Maybe Frinsal lied to us,” said the whispering voice. “Maybe he never had anything to offer us. He wiped out almost all the food he promised us and—”

	“He promised all of you the most precious treasure in the cosmos,” said Zabrinah, gazing at Orion’s belt again and that insignificant freckle, the sun, “but I have no idea what it is.”

	“Zabrinah,” said the smooth voice as two polygons faded away, “I empathize with your confusion, greatest longing, and guilt. You never wanted that end for your home. When Frinsal mentioned to you that a micro gamma ray with the energy of thousands of suns would crash onto the Earth, you couldn’t figure out how to avert it. And in the end, you remained faithful to your master.”

	“Why did he do something like this? He always talked about evolution, not extinction.”

	“You’ll find out when the time is right. Hmm, now I do understand why he chose you. I’ll see you soon, somewhere near your home.”

	“Please!” Zabrinah burst out. “It’s been over a year, and I need answers. I don’t know what I have to do.”

	“Yes, there may be a way out for you, perhaps more real than you imagine. Because that’s also haunting you, isn’t it? To find what you lost in the past and haven’t stopped searching for. Now that Frinsal is gone, you expect me to help you.”

	The polygon and the column where Zabrinah had been leaning disappeared. She fixed her gaze between the constellations of Monoceros and Orion and set out on her return journey. She failed to do it at a slow speed, so she returned to her physical body in a few minutes.

	Zabrinah opened her eyes in the darkness and remained lying on the carpet. She grinned. The gathering had gone better than she had expected.
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	Twenty months.

	Day after day, the same routine in this cramped, hermetic, filthy cell without light where I’m supposed to rot.

	Maybe that has already happened, but I haven’t noticed it. Poorly healed leg stump, awful cleanliness—the usual cloth with a bit of water next to the soiled daily plate of food—the same rags. My only human contact is with the warden who visits me once a day. He sprinkles some water on my body, drops me a glass of water, vitamins, and food that would put rats on a fast, then leaves. I relieve myself on a bulky mound of sand in a corner. At first, the pestilence was unbearable, but I got used to it.

	Yesterday, the warden uttered two words—he only did this once a month. Twenty months.

	Why do they keep me here? What do they want from me?

	In the first days, I scarcely slept and strove to enter Pulstar, but with no success. I convinced myself that nothing would foul me, that I was an indestructible gem in the middle of an isthmus splitting two seas of muck. Of course, I was deluding myself. I had long since become an eroded stone. And in case I still doubted it, the darkness finished liquefying my entire body and bathed my heart in mud.

	For Mars! Never underestimate what human existence is capable of doing to lure you further into its senseless and insensitive wheel.

	My cosmological memory has corroded since they tossed me into this hole. Recollections of what I was in another world, with other genes, silted up with the same slime caking my current Vitem; only scant glimpses remained, fleeting remembrances of what I once was. It’s much better this way. Evolution, regression ... what does it matter? Humankind! An ode to humankind—they well deserve it.

	Now, the present looms over and drives internal forces, lash after lash, as I learn the basic terrestrial game better. Traps, double dice of six, confidence in victory, fury in battle. I breathe man’s venom and soap myself up with Sapiens’ slime. The only thing that might crack my armor is Jeral. Whatever they do to her is a short circuit in this Aris-Pure-Man, an electrical surge of sorrow mixed with wrath.

	Jeral, I miss you so much. It haunts me that I might start forgetting why I miss you.

	The silence and darkness forced me to accept that good things will never return; the psychopathic, sadistic cosmos doesn’t feel like it. It wiped its immense butt with our evolutionary rungs. That’s why the jester Inner Judgment hurled us into this sty and sprayed our neuromagnetic body with revolting involution. And meanwhile, space-time continues to cackle at us … I’m still listening to its maleficent guffaws.

	“There’s something else. This is just a stumble, a thousandth of a second in our life as entities in the universe.” To mershk with such bollocks. Only one life matters: this one, on Earth, and you have to survive no matter how, especially when they’ve transplanted you with the neuromagnetic body of a gorilla whose family was murdered.

	 

	———

	 

	As soon as the door opened, I knew it wasn’t the warden. I didn’t have a fair notion of time, but I was certain I wasn’t yet due for my food ration or the inconsequential grooming. The visitor slipped in leisurely, leaving the door open. The potent light from outside also burst into my hole, and I clung to it like a famished plant addicted to photosynthesis.

	The visitor stood for a moment next to the beam of light outside, then closed the door. The usual blackness returned until the individual lit a gas lamp they carried in their hand. They wore a black-red uniform, light cloth pants, and low-heeled leather boots, their face shrouded in shadows.

	“Who? Who is it?” I babbled in a languid whisper, the sound of my voice surprising me. Perhaps it’d been months since I’d said a word. It was as if the speaker was someone else, a cellmate.

	They approached me, positioned the lamp on the floor, and sat crossing their legs. Their gentle scent ruffled my nostrils, accustomed to the fetid oxygen. “Slow down, Castilho,” said a female voice with a certain tediousness. “You recognize me?”

	Her face popped out of the gloom; it was well made up, with minimal traces of cosmetic surgeries. Curly, chestnut-colored, shoulder-length hair. Honey-colored eyes, small nose, and thick lips.

	I felt a javelin piercing my stomach and let out an exclamation. It can’t be.

	“Yes, it’s me, Aris Castilho,” she said. “I don’t understand it either, but now I’m the old woman with clout and you’re the helpless young man. I told you the last time we met: ‘When you least expect it, I’ll teach you a lesson,’ but as usual, you weren’t paying attention.”

	The vagaries of memories—of course I remembered that woman. Maybe because, after so many years, I still hadn’t gotten over her death. “You’re a hallucination, a satire in terrible taste.”

	“Please, don’t be so dramatic—you’ve never been good at it. You know I’m real, so accept it.”

	I strained to back away, but she clutched my wrist, bringing her face closer.

	“You were so disinterested, Castilho.” She spoke more eagerly. “That’s why you didn’t even bother to find out properly what had happened to me. You only had to head to Redima, verify the news, and seek me out. You didn’t do it because you wanted it to be true. At last, you’d gotten rid of me, of this immature girl who was obsessed with you.”

	“Ivette, the details have fogged over, but I’m certain about what I read, heard, and saw. They pronounced you dead.”

	She let go of my wrist. How old was she? She was sixteen when ... and I was twenty ... So, forty-five, or six? She looked around thirty-something—around my age.

	“The bohemian, carefree young man.” She spoke again. “The free and advanced-minded engineer who dallied with this submissive teenager. How preposterous you were, Aris Castilho.”

	When humans die, is this how they’re greeted? Am I dead again?

	“Anyway, I haven’t come to stir up that past,” she added. That’s precisely what you’re doing. “I was in the Love Auditorium almost two years ago, Castilho, when the beloved Shultenj delivered his last speech before ascending to Lothol.” More heat in her words. “And there were you and that woman. I couldn’t believe it. Well, ever since they broke the news about you, I never accepted it. By then, I already belonged to the party, but I didn’t have much of a say. Things have changed now: I’ve gained Prime Minister Blankha Selenj’s trust.”

	“Ivette, I—”

	“You shut up and listen. If you could see yourself, Castilho. So much hubris in the past, and this is how you wound up. Not even the beggars in Lonhve Majeure look like you, not to mention the odor—”

	“What do you want?”

	She grasped the lamp, got up, and opened the door. The lurid light once again usurped my putrid home. Two men who looked like doctors came in. They mounted me on a worn stretcher suspended in the air and carried me out of the cell. For Mars, let this be real!

	They ferried me down white, plastic corridors. I peered through the small windows, akin to those of commercial airliners. Down there was Earth in day phase—the opaque cloudy planet appeared enormous, so close. In addition, elliptical, convex, elongated constructions sprang from the same complex where I was and connected with each other. The Astralvian Space Station. And beyond, the stalwart moon.

	Ivette stroked my forehead with a grin as surreal as her appearance in the prison. “The first days, they kept you unconscious in a cell in the Eternal Palace. Then they transferred you here, as distant as possible from the Prodigal Daughter—you’re one of the greatest terrorists in our history.”

	My hideous stump was black, and my remaining foot exhibited disturbing brown and green shades. My filthy, malodorous aspect ratified my degrees of decay. And I have no mirror to reflect the decomposition of my heart and my neuromagnetic body. My beard and my long, greasy, powdered hair resembled that of a past-century guerrilla fighter.

	During the long ride, a group of people dressed like Ivette came up to us and eyed me as if I were a giant rat. After a while, Ivette smoothed my forehead anew.

	“We’re arriving,” she exhaled.

	The stretcher pushed open a double door, much like the walls of the corridors. We entered what must be a small operating room of meager asepsis, and the two doctors left the stretcher in the center. One of them glared at me with disproportionate revulsion, Ivette remaining beside me.

	Fear embedded on my skin like a gigantic, ravenous tick. “Ivette, no, please,” I said. “Whatever I’ve done, I assure you I’ve already paid for it. Don’t do it—I’m begging you.”

	“Oh, but this is so rhadik. You, begging me. Hmm, I didn’t foresee this reunion would be so much fun. Forget it, Castilho—nothing you say will alter my plans.”

	“No, Ivette, no,” I howled, straining to break free from the doctor holding me as the other—the one with the most scornful look—approached me with an injection.

	“You’re still a wuss,” Ivette whispered in my ear. “It’s just a pinprick; you won’t feel a thing.”

	“No, no, no. My foot. My foot!”

	The needle in the back of my neck: instantaneous, sharp, violent effect.

	 

	———

	 

	When I woke up, I thought I was in some oneiric theater play. It had to be a fairy cartoon, some simulation, or death—there was always this possibility.

	I lay in a double bed in a sleek white room with dim mustard-colored lights and a pair of sumptuous furnishings. A circular window overlooked a vast lake preceding an array of ice mountains that resembled giant hailstones floating on the water. The clouds blanketed the entire sky and seemed to be painted with gray, sepia, and black haze. I guessed dusk was just around the corner.

	They’d fitted me with a warm dark outfit, healed my foot, and put on an organic prosthesis that looked like my real leg—it even had hair. I experienced an unusual, effervescent joy. I poked the scar above the knee, where the prosthesis began. They’d also shaved most of my beard and washed my long hair. I hadn’t felt that clean since the Cloud—at least physically.

	The spotless white door opened, and Ivette stepped into the room. Her attire was casual now, though warm. “Not bad, huh?” she asked, standing close to the bed. “I wish I’d filmed your squeals. ‘My foot, my foot.’” She mimicked me to perfection. “Yes, sometimes duties are enjoyable.”

	“Where am I?”

	“I tried to prevent your transfer to that mershk hole on the space station almost two years ago, but to no avail, so I kept an eye on you within my limitations. We planned your rescue last month. I’d have acted sooner, but as I told you, I had to win over the Prodigal Daughter first, and thanks to that, I negotiated your transfer, assuring her this would be a temporary prison. The Posver will be here in some hours to take you to your new cell.”

	“But—”

	“That won’t happen. We’ll be out of here soon.” She sat next to me and studied me. “Hey, don’t think everything Blankha has forced me to do has displeased me,” she added in a satiny voice. “It’s been a long time since I stopped believing in cheesiness of the heart. Thank you for that, Castilho: you were a great mentor.”

	“I—”

	“Come on, at least acknowledge you deserved to remain up there longer. Three, four years would’ve been fairer, wouldn’t it?”

	“Why did you do it?”

	“For God’s sake, I’m the one with millions of questions, cariño.” She lowered her head and cracked her countenance. “We’ve been endeavoring on this for years, some of us, decades—Astralvia is our top priority, and we need your help.”

	“You know anything about Esther or Jeral?” I asked, peering out the window, then fixed my eyes on Ivette’s.

	She shook her head. “Esther’s matter is simple. As for Jeral, that’s more complex.”
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