
        
            
                
            
        

    




	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.
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	CLICK HERE OR SCAN THE QR CODE BELOW

	TO DOWNLOAD NERVE (A PULSTAR PREQUEL) FOR FREE AND A SURPRISE GIFT.
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	Pulstar II – Meadows of Involution

	Philosophical Visionary Hard Science Fiction - Dystopian

	 

	No one is safe, not even you. The Pulstar universe expands in this second installment, approaching its climax. It’ll explode your brain and shake your ideas, your convictions, and everything you believe to be real—and safe.
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GET PULSTAR II – MEADOWS OF INVOLUTION, THE SECOND BOOK OF THE PULSTAR TRILOGY, IN THE STORE WHERE YOU PURCHASED PULSTAR I.


	



	Pulstar III – The Cracked Mirror of the Cosmos

	Philosophical Visionary Hard Science Fiction - Dystopian

	 

	The world and humanity will never be the same. What about yourself? The conclusion of the bewildering trilogy that dared to question everything. get ready for your brain to explode into a thousand pieces and merge with the cosmos.
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 	GET PULSTAR III – THE CRACKED MIRROR OF THE COSMOS, THE THIRD BOOK OF THE PULSTAR TRILOGY, IN THE STORE WHERE YOU PURCHASED PULSTAR I.


	



	MUSIC FROM THE PULSTARVERSE

	 

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

	ENJOY!
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	The truth remains skulking in the secret archives of the cosmos.

	They visited their favorite place every night. There, they connected with the stars and faced their humility before the cosmos; it would never be enough. Constellations delighted her.

	Many days ago, one conveyed a cryptic idea to her. She didn’t comprehend the reason, didn’t care too much—so far.

	She’d discuss it again with her partner, no matter his usual reaction to that subject. For once, she thought she understood her love for that stellar illusion in the black sky. It was terrifying too.

	Sure, truth is often vicious, sharp, deadly.

	Where did those strange events and names originate? How did they burst into her mind? Why?

	She gazed at the firmament, holding her partner, musing, dreaming, remembering.
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	CHARACTERS

	 

	Jeral Murh: Astronomer at the Holmj Planetarium

	Aris Castilho: Engineer at Daver

	Esther Bernarbh: A graduate in languages who lives in Veldoren City

	Jessi Murh: Actress, Jeral’s sister

	Sannah Richelin: Human Resources Psychologist at Follvertam

	Edwargh Manzare: Head of programming at Follvertam

	Natal Kert: Advertising executive at Follvertam

	Mackol Gravis: Engineer at Daver

	Benj Gravis: Mackol’s brother

	Rubens Aldens: Daver’s employee

	Jon Creepel: Founder and CEO of Daver

	Viera Lenz: Jon Creepel’s main assistant

	Winston Follver: Founder and CEO of Daver

	Carter: Winston Follver’s right hand

	Zernark Phalc: Jeral’s former partner

	Roberth: Director of the Holmj Planetarium

	Saulh Lesh: Member of Daver’s board of directors

	Rhilian: Winston Follver’s former right hand



	




	PART

	 

	I

	
Hundreds of years, perhaps thousands, after my sister disappeared.

	 

	How long have I been wandering in space?

	This pod travels the universe at an impossible speed. Outside, lights stretch out, choking on colors as they accelerate. They grow ever whiter, leaving only darkness in their wake. Sometimes, I think I’ll drift in this state for eternity. I wonder if I have any destination at all.

	In any case, what happens to me won’t change the unshakable, disturbing truth: my neuromagnetic body is withering. I strive to build up my hopes, to be analytical, to search for a plausible solution, but is there a way to overcome the indifference of the cosmos? My mind is no longer a hybrid in conflict. Now, it’s an organ exhausted and overflowing with anger and confusion.

	Long ago, I undertook a liberating journey. It made me the most enraptured woman in the universe. The irony of longing knows no bounds. Flying again with physical ties and hefty organic matter is something I haven’t done in a long time. Now, this voyage ravages my feeble conscience.

	But there’s one thing I am certain of, and there’s no way I can escape its wrath. I’m to blame for this abject ending, for what lies ahead for humankind. I created the deadly enemy—I have to destroy him somehow.


 

	 

	 

	HOLMJ

	 

	JERAL

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	1

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Jeral Murh trudged into the reception of the Holmj Planetarium, her pace sluggish and clumsy. For months, she’d been starting her day carrying an anvil of dejection. She was used to it. Only today, it felt heavier.

	As on previous occasions, the trigger had been a simple detail, a fleeting intruder in her thoughts, a triviality rocking her emotions like an errant playground swing. Earlier, in the mechanical corridors of the transport station exit, she’d caught a snippet of a conversation between two youths behind her. They were discussing the brand-new documentary about the legend of the King of Verwins.

	“I enjoyed it,” said one of them. “This version respected the official story more and deepened the critical events of the legend. Besides, there was this rising star who …”

	Jeral felt a harsh blow to her chest. Thorns of recollection broke her heart once more. They took a second to pierce it but would remain embedded there for far too long. She hastened away. When she reached the planetarium, she paused, battling to ease her breathing. After a moment, she regained her breath but not her will.

	She paced along Holmj’s narrow corridors. These hallways, with their photographs and three-dimensional representations of majestic places in the universe, no longer dazzled her. Once in her small elliptical office, Jeral sat and observed the mosaic of images on the walls and ceiling. The diagrams, the complex equations, they still spoke to her in an unknown language. These digital sketches and graphics displayed the cosmos in a different way: subtle, unreal—for everyone but her. For Neptune, this has to be the answer.

	The afternoon conference would start within half an hour in the planetarium’s exhibition hall. Jeral sighed and closed her eyes. She needed time to outwit the past; she couldn’t show up there like this. Every day, her desire to play the game lessened. Yes, she admitted without shame. She was tired of the egomaniacal debates, the apocryphal and plastic public relations, the criticisms of her project. What if humanity wasn’t ready? Could her work provoke their extinction? It’s about to cause mine as a professional.

	She used to think science was the most preeminent weapon against mental apathy, conformity, and addiction to society’s soft, comfortable answers. And then the trances began, three years ago. The fourth one forced Jeral to spend a week in intensive care at Conespa Hospital, in the Astralvian capital. That last incident had occurred at the end of last year, some days after the fatal news.

	Jessi.

	 

	———

	 

	“There’s something up there—real, hidden, waiting for us to discover it.” Jeral raised her voice a bit, her eyes gleaming. “I’m only asking you to open your imagination. There can be no science without that.”

	A loud murmur seized the Holmj Planetarium’s exhibition hall.

	The elegant dome projected a vivid image of Astralvia’s starry night sky above the audience. Simulated galaxies wheeled and soared by like a flock of birds. The dim light created the illusion of being in space. The conference host stood on the platform with the three panelists, all astronomers, seated beside him. Jeral was the youngest.

	“We’ve been over this before,” said the host. The man’s aged face replaced Jeral’s on the giant screen behind the panelists. “How many times have we talked this thing over? Without sticking to the scientific method, humankind wouldn’t have the Lunar and Martian bases, the new space station, or a crewed mission going to Europa. Science, Jeral. Mathematics, facts. Not fantasies.”

	“Come on, Roberth. Don’t be so tough on her,” intervened a woman on the panel who looked much older than she was. Her clothes had to be the dullest in Astralvia. “Don’t forget she’s eccentric, bohemian. Besides, today’s her birthday.”

	I’d forgotten.

	“Why do you have to reduce it to a personal level?” Jeral asked. “I’m just trying to explain my work. True, I haven’t obtained any proof, but I’ve been on this project for ten years. I’m positive I—”

	“Ten wasted years,” said Roberth, “for you, for all of us. You’ll never prove your theory. There are no equations to sustain it, no plausible methods of observation. You don’t even have a team because no one shares your ideas. Yes, yes, you want to be on the right track. It happens to all of us. We long for our hypotheses to be correct. I told you so the first time we discussed your project, when it wasn’t too late for you, and I’ll repeat it as many times as it’s necessary: science will never endorse nonsense.”

	“It’s not nonsense.” Despite her best efforts, Jeral’s voice grew louder. “I’ve based it on solid foundations. Multiverses, gravitational quantum theory, dark energy, dark matter, super M-theory—”

	“And eleventh-dimensional theorems involving a mysterious sixth force,” he said, with a smirk, “with particles so tiny they only exist in your reveries.”

	“For Neptune! Such are scientific breakthroughs. There are formulas and evidence for any cosmic phenomenon. It’s a matter of time until we track them down.”

	“That’s not the point,” said another panelist. “The enigmas of the universe continue to perplex us—there’s always a new one—but let’s not overlook common sense. Please,”—he gave a mocking smile—“you’re an astronomer, not an astrologer.”

	The audience whispered for a few seconds.

	“How can you compare my project to astrology?” Jeral said aloud. “The universe expands faster than the speed of light, but it seems our minds get narrower by the second.”

	“Who do you think you’re talking to, girl?” the old woman asked. “The church? All of us here have toiled on projects with a solid basis. Otherwise, we might even study Verwins’ village and the infamous legend of the King of Verwins. They premiered the new documentary about this. Did you watch it?”

	Again, the damn documentary starring Jessi?

	“What a cheap shot. Anyway, I don’t believe in those things either. How many times have we criticized the hundreds of creeds people gobble up? They follow any fraudster who promises them an easier life, who flatters their ego, just to harbor hope and achieve some cheating solace. I’ve always rejected all of that. You know it. My work is about—”

	“You’re the laughingstock of the scientific community,” said the woman. “Your reputation keeps eroding. It’s a pity. You had so much potential.”

	“I should charge fees to everyone who mocks me if I’m entertaining them for free. People can say whatever they want. Talk is cheap—you just have to open your big mouth. I have better uses for my time. What’s our place in the universe? What’s up there?”

	“But they’re right about you,” the other astronomer said. “We scientists burn out our brains trying to comprehend what surrounds us, yet you insist on trying to prove implausible theories.”

	“Ohm, I see,” Jeral said. “That’s why throughout history no scientist has ever discovered something that seemed impossible decades or centuries earlier—”

	“Jeral, you don’t understand,” said Roberth. “Your ten years of work have borne no fruit, neither for you nor for the planetarium. Thanks to your wild goose chase and your big mouth, you’ve jeopardized our funding from Follvertam. We can’t rely on public subsidies; this disastrous government keeps cutting the cultural and scientific budgets. Without Follvertam, we are nothing. You know that, don’t you?”

	The audience was frozen in near silence for some seconds. Then a timid murmur prevailed.

	“What do you mean?” Jeral asked, her fearful voice in line with the attendees.

	“Always in the clouds,” said the woman.

	Roberth’s face grew rigid as he addressed the audience. “We’re going to take a short break. Please help yourselves to the refreshments at the auditorium entrance. We’ll return in ten minutes.”

	The lights came on as the swirling universe vanished from the room. The sounds of gossip increased, and concern creased the audience’s faces as the panelists left and adjourned to the next room.

	 

	———

	 

	“How come you don’t know?” asked the other astronomer when the four of them were seated around the circular table. “You’re indeed not of this world.”

	Jeral gaped. “But what’s going on?”

	“Follvertam has cut us out,” the woman hissed.

	“What?” Jeral exclaimed.

	“Why are you so surprised?” the woman rasped. “Anyone could see it coming. This conference is the last one we’ll have. In mid-August, they’ll turn this building into an exclusive entertainment center for deputies and the military high command.”

	“But how?” Jeral asked. “They can’t do this to us. We knew Follvertam wasn’t comfortable with the planetarium’s output, but I thought this meeting was because they’d demanded a report on our latest findings. I thought they’d given us a chance to explain.”

	“No. They’ve made up their minds days ago.” Roberth crossed his arms, his eyes growing flintier. “After reviewing our projects, the board said our work was mershk and that they’d made a shoddy investment. The report they disliked the most was yours, Jeral. And when they inquired more about you, their discomfort ramped up.”

	Jeral lowered her gaze and sank her teeth into her lower lip. “It can’t be,” she mumbled.

	“You’ve damaged the planetarium,” continued Roberth. “Not just with that ambitious, unfeasible project, but also with your personal life. What were you thinking? You implied they might be involved in …”

	“Jessi.” Jeral sighed and avoided eye contact with the other astronomers.

	“We get it,” Roberth said. “And empathize, but it’s been months now. You can’t spit on the hand that feeds you.”

	“It’s a delicate subject, Jeral,” said the other astronomer, “but your recklessness has ruined the planetarium.”

	“I only said some words to that journalist.” Jeral dragged her fingers through her hair several times. “I’d had enough of her. I didn’t want to talk to anyone—I still don’t want to. She stalked me, and well, she caught me off guard. But I said nothing wrong about Follvertam, at least in public.”

	“You whistled enough,” said the woman. “You implied to Larianne Blunt—Astralvia’s most in-vogue journalist—that maybe Follvertam was holding something back concerning Jessi and that you never wanted her to work there. Only ‘some words,’ right?”

	“For Neptune, she’s my sister. Can’t you understand?” Again, Jeral avoided eye contact.

	“We wanted to support you,” said Roberth, “but you pushed us aside.”

	“You need help, girl,” the woman added. “You’re not well, Jeral Murh. Have you forgotten we all saw you collapse and end up in a coma? You spent a whole week in Conespa Hospital. And we’re sure that wasn’t the first time.”

	“Well, that’s her problem,” said the other astronomer. “Now nobody will fund the rest of us.”

	“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

	“That doesn’t matter anymore,” the woman interrupted Jeral. “Make up another fantasy. I don’t recommend the legend of the King of Verwins, since too many people have already tackled it. But Astralvia has other folktales. Anyway, with the money you earn, you can help support us and pay for a good shrink for yourself. How about that?”

	“I wasn’t wrong,” Jeral muttered. “It’s more serious than I supposed.”

	“It is.” Roberth smacked the table. “Without Follvertam’s backing or the Dormk government’s allowances, it’s almost impossible to survive in Astralvia. None of the fellow workers are aware of this, only us. Some of them might suspect it, though. How do I tell them? Instead of babbling such mumbo jumbo, why don’t you say it to them, Jeral? Go on, look them in the eye and explain that tomorrow they’ll have to beg even more at Dormk’s rotten feet to scrape out a living.”

	“Jessi … Jessi.” Jeral’s voice dropped, and her breathing faltered. “I expected my fears weren’t … that there was hope.”

	She closed her lips. It felt like her face was turning to stone. She panted. Her mind went blank, and her body seemed cemented to the chair.

	“It’s happening again,” said the other astronomer.

	“For Cygnus, no,” exclaimed the woman.

	Jeral heard their voices as low-pitched echoes.

	“Hurry, let’s put her down on the floor,” said Roberth. “Somebody call an ambulance. Jeral … Jeral!”


 

	 

	 

	MOSAIC
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	This fifth trance was different. Somehow, Jeral sensed it would be the last one. She traveled within the intrinsic labyrinths of her mind, and beyond, on a fantastic yet heartbreaking journey.

	She had no notion of space-time. Comets came over to tell her stories of the past, present, and future of the cosmos—interstellar legends she didn’t comprehend but that fascinated her nonetheless as the riddles of her destiny.

	A giant mosaic circled the maze. There, hundreds of scenes from Jeral’s life intermingled with each other and with the majestic images of the universe she admired so much. Jessi featured in many of those translucent pictures inside Jeral’s comatose mind. However, one of the predominant scenes was from earlier this year: those Conespa police officers who had briefed Jeral, telling her they still knew nothing about her sister. Jessi’s disappearance was official. So much magic, so many wonderful landmarks from space, and she still focused on the tangible, real events.

	She had no need for this fifth trance to remind her of her sister’s disappearance; that was part of her daily life. How could she forget the grim, uninterested faces of the officers who delivered the news to her?

	 

	———

	 

	She’d departed from her office at the planetarium, heading to the entrance plaza, as she used to do every late night before going home. The officers had caught up with her almost at the door and, without anesthesia, they’d hacked off parts of her soul. Then they left, without even a hypocritical apology. Jeral had frozen. Soon after, Roberth had taken her by the shoulders and helped her home. He’d comforted her for some hours until dawn.

	Weeks later, after investigating on her own and without success what had happened to her sister, there would be no consolation, only escape into her work. Her obsession got out of control. Jeral immersed herself in her project to avoid returning to her apartment: the planetarium became her new home.

	And the pattern was always the same. Whenever she celebrated the solution to a problem, a new one sprang up. No formulas matched. She wasn’t good at calculations, but since no one wanted to join her on that journey, she had to do it all with fewer and fewer resources. Funds scarce and mockery increasing, her reputation became muddy even as her obsession raved. Jeral had no choice.

	 

	———

	 

	The labyrinth of her mind within the trance became ever more alive. The mosaic grew excited, its translucent colors more vivid. Another of the hundreds of scenes caught her attention. It had happened three months before.

	 

	———

	 

	Jeral was sitting on a stone bench in the planetarium square. It was almost midnight. She’d completed her day’s work early and was summarizing her new results. Journalist Larianne Blunt approached her for the first time. What bothered Jeral the most was that she’d had a serene day. She had been immersed in her project, unplugged from the world. This Larianne Blunt would spoil it all.

	“Good evening, Miss Murh,” said the journalist with a boilerplate smile. “My name is Larianne Blunt. I’d like to—”

	Jeral gave her a once-over, glaring at her as if Larianne were also to blame for her sister’s disappearance, then got up from the bench and walked off.

	From then on, at least three times a week, the stubborn, adamant journalist had insisted on talking to her, always at the planetarium. Little by little, she got Jeral to at least say hello. The astronomer ended up listening to her compliments and credible condolences. Yes, a talented young woman, that Larianne Blunt.

	One unproductive, stressful day, Larianne said, “Please, I’ll keep popping back here until you answer my questions. I’m just doing my job, and I want to bring to light what happened to your sister. Astralvia deserves to learn the truth about Jessi Murh. I, too, am concerned about her whereabouts and, like you, the Conespa Police’s incompetence infuriates me. Jessi was thriving at Follvertam. She had a whole career ahead of her.”

	Jeral would end up spilling the information the journalist needed to fabricate a bit of hot news.

	“So, Miss Murh,” said Blunt with an impossible-to-conceal satisfaction, “are you implying that your sister didn’t quit Follvertam after she received her first payment?”

	“I never wanted Jessi to work at Follvertam. And I wasn’t mistaken.”

	Jeral wouldn’t say anything else.

	 

	———

	 

	More of the mosaic scrolled into view: her childhood, her mother, her aunt Thamy. Memories pierced her frail heart, showing the innocence she had lost much earlier than most. Also, there were moments she spent with Jessi, and with her former partners. Soon, the earthly scenes were gone, and only mosaics with abstract cosmic images remained. Understanding arrived like a torrent of deranged atoms, filled with information and the heaviest answers. Vague wisdom, explanations generating puzzles, and with them, insoluble fear.

	One scene encompassed the entire visual spectrum of her mind. Images of splendorous space zones—unknown, fascinating, revealing—all formed the final mosaic. The electromagnetic spectrum recited new poems. The dark energy sang to Jeral the sublime melodies she yearned to hear. The dark matter danced and opened its gates. The five forces of the universe introduced her to their new member, her neurons connecting with the cosmic web as if they were close relatives.

	And Jeral understood it at last.

	Her triumph overflowed into the labyrinth, but such excitement wouldn’t last long. That truth had severe implications, and she didn’t have time to process those before the last mosaic also disappeared.

	Then the maze vanished.

	She needed to stay there longer. She had the impression she’d been there only scant minutes. Everything had happened so fast, and she still had a lot to digest, to uncover.

	Roberth’s voice, deep and reverberant, spoke to her, though perhaps she interpreted it in the wrong way. Yes, that had been the case with the previous trance.

	“Jeral … Jeral …”

	Now it made sense. She had woken up hours before, but because of her time lag, it was just happening for her.

	“I called every day to hear from you. Jeral, as soon as they informed me you were back, I hurried to …”

	 

	———

	 

	“Here again. You beat your record—over two weeks.” Roberth spoke with some discomfort. “We worried you wouldn’t come back this time. Doctors still can’t explain it. At first they thought you were in a coma, but now they’re not so sure. Anyway, what a birthday, Jeral.”

	The ward at Conespa Hospital was crowded with patients and in a disconcertingly run-down condition. No windows, no ornaments. The greasy walls corroborated the multiple protests of the Astralvian doctors. Jeral was almost naked, covered only by a dirty, tattered paper robe.

	“They told me you could leave today,” Roberth continued, studying her.

	“What about the planetarium?” Jeral murmured as she eyed the sticky ceiling.

	Roberth wrinkled his face, then breathed hard before answering. “They began remodeling. The government spared no expense. They say it’ll be their best entertainment center.”

	She kept her eyes up.

	“The liquidation was pyrrhic, ridiculous,” Roberth continued. “You ought to have the deposit in your account. Most of the group is searching for jobs in other scientific fields unrelated to the cosmos. I preferred to take something I’m proud of, though it has one of the most miserable stipends in Astralvia—teaching.” He paused. “You might do the same.”

	Jeral watched him, unblinking. “I’m sorry, Roberth,” she mumbled. “I never meant to hurt anyone at Holmj. Anyway, years ago, the real enemy had already decided the planetarium’s fate.” She lifted herself with strain. “Where are my clothes?”

	Roberth hesitated. “Wait, I’ll get them for you. They put them in the public lockers at the end of the hall.”

	“Never mind.”

	Jeral managed to stand but almost fell when she put her bare feet on the cold floor. Roberth gripped her by the armpits.

	“You’re a good man,” she said in a troubled voice. “Obtuse, arrogant, but kind.” She stepped away from him, staggering like a toddler.

	“What are you going to do?”

	She turned and met his eyes. “Track down my two cosmological past partners.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“I just found out I’m not entirely human, so the first thing I must do is scrutinize my neuromagnetic body.”

	“Khurf, Jeral. Follvertam just kicked us out on the street, and you insist on the same thing? When are you going to accept that your project is a flight of fancy?”

	“Ohm, but it’s not, Roberth. And since we all have a neuromagnetic body, you too will unearth yours at some point, perhaps in thousands of years.”

	Roberth scowled.

	“When that happens,” she added, “you won’t remember this conversation, the last one we’ll ever have.”


 

	 

	 

	DAVER

	 

	ARIS

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	3

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was his consultation with the psychoanalyst. Lying in bed, still in his scanty sleepwear, Aris Castilho spoke in an unusual, fast, clipped tone. The single screen on the wall of his tiny, cluttered apartment displayed the face and shoulders of an elegant young woman. She listened to him as she looked down to take some notes on her Integrated. Behind her, a matte gray background.

	“It isn’t that simple. Before, most people accepted me. I was a member of the club. It’s easier and more practical to dress up as someone mundane than to be different. But the actor always runs out of steam. The standard-guy’s suit gets too tight. I guess there’s no turning back, and that worries me: I refuse to be like them. In this herd of crooks in ties and pirates wielding power, I’ve internalized my dissatisfaction—Ivette plus two divorces prove it.” He scratched his forehead. “Oh, and you know, no more talking about my first marriage. I know what I like.”

	“Yes, of course,” the analyst said, “it was out of curiosity, an escape from that bizarre time in your life. But your second marriage was better. You say so all the time. It wasn’t like Ivette, but it wasn’t bad either.”

	“Lhara was fantastic. She supported me in every way, gave it her all. There was chemistry, excitement, empathy. We didn’t have financial problems. No kids. So what happened?”

	“You know it, Aris, but it hassles you to admit it. We all dislike internal dilemmas—much more if they define us.”

	“The affection only went one way. I’m an emotional gelding.”

	“I would use another term, but I know it bugs you to hear it. The thing is, you’re frazzled from jogging in the society marathon you reject, but you can’t bear to be alone. That’s why you keep putting on the standard-guy costume. Time to make decisions—you’re thirty-four.” The psychoanalyst added more notes on her Integrated.

	“Even with the mask on, they branded me as a repressed psychopath, a seditious teenager. If I dared to be myself, they’d lock me up for life.”

	She hid her smirk, glancing down for a moment. “Tell me about the dream,” she said. “We’re short on time, and I’m certain you had it again last night.”

	“How did you—” He paused, got up from his bed, and stepped to the closet. “The dream.” He took out a wrinkled shirt and freshly washed trousers, then hurled them onto the bed. “Well, it was the same as usual, though more intense.”

	“Even better.”

	“I’m in an unknown place, full of mountain ranges and vast meadows,” he said, remembering the dream as if it were happening now. “It’s all gloomy, and I can’t quite make out the environment. I’m sprinting. A horde chases me through the bushes, but I’m not the only one who’s running away. Others are with me, but we’re a small group compared to our pursuers; at least that’s the impression I get. In the distance, on the horizon, a large glass terrace rests almost on the edge of a high hill. After a while, I stop, gasping. Then, I’m in a leafier, shadier region. The pursuers corner me, but I can’t tell who they are. They sport armor that shields their entire body. One approaches, his face hidden. He wears a dark gray tunic. I can’t say for sure. I grab a piece of sharp metal and drive it into him—”

	“Stop there.” The psychoanalyst wrote down again on her Integrated. “It’s clear the dream is more vivid due to the selection process for Paltrum Congress. As much as you hate your job at Daver, your ego is hard to tame. I want to end the session now. There’s something new in the dream you’ve never mentioned, and I think it’s essential. You noticed, too, didn’t you?”

	“Noticed what? Oh, there’s one more thing I wanted to say about Ivette—”

	“That’s all, Aris. A great one.”

	 

	———

	 

	He rushed out of his house, stumbling upon a rally of over two hundred pro-human rights people marching toward the Capitol, carrying banners with protest messages as they shouted slogans against the Dormk government. Should he join them? They were right. Conespa is in chaos, and Astralvia is sinking. And me pondering Daver, myself. Aris had dressed up so much in his life that it was hard for him to recognize himself. The standard-guy costume is dyeing my skin with its toxic ink.

	He dodged the rally and reached the train station. Thrusting away, he shoved himself into the packed railcar. Most of them were immigrants from worse-off countries than Astralvia. He also came across a large group of yellow-robed Damuls—members of the most prominent religion in Astralvia, worshippers of the King of Verwins.

	Aris pressed as far away from them as possible. Not only did he despise Damuls, but in recent years, several of them had carried out terrorist acts in different Astralvian cities, including Conespa. Over a year ago, three of them had broken into the studio compound of a small Global Network news channel whose editorial stance had bashed the government and Damuls. The terrorists had shot at random, shouting out their mottos: “The time is coming for us to be eternal” and “May the Greatest save us.” Almost all the network employees died. The sole survivor was a journalist, Larianne Blunt. What a bunch of idiot murderers, these khurfin Damuls. And they were everywhere—even at Daver.

	Aris put in his earphones and played the progressive rock playlist on his Integrated. He stood, holding onto the grab handle with one hand as he tapped the rhythm of the music on his chest with the other. He pondered over the session he’d just had. Why had his psychoanalyst wrapped it up after he’d mentioned the dream? What drew her attention? Besides, she was wrong: Aris didn’t care about Paltrum.

	The transport ascended into a steep golden tunnel. Soon, it emerged, welcoming the passengers to the cloudy July morning in Conespa. Aris shifted closer to a window. His attention flew to the south-center.

	The discouraging daily grind, the entropic landscape. The overcrowded, tall, rusty, uneven buildings were close together, smoked in black and sepia, with large windows and meager maintenance. Most of them had rounded, organic designs; many were amorphous, incomplete constructions. Other crammed trains branched out between the skyscrapers. The raised streets and highways seemed on the cusp of bursting from the onslaught of vehicles. A small number of aerocars passed by in the polluted, grayish air.

	So many people, like ants. They’re all in a hurry, entangled in their daily conflicts, each in survival mode, scratching out the most basic life. How many of them feel like me?

	Soon, the Dampelj neighborhood appeared and, next to it, the decayed cultural district of museums and theaters called Ghenal. Further down was the imposing Biyelt’s Hill—one of the few privileged boroughs remaining in the south—close to the Tim shopping center. The train turned to the east side of the city, crossing the wide Croma River. This waterway split Conespa in two: it started in the south, flowing up to the northern border of the city, beyond the famous statues, the gigantic Guardians of Conespa—Astralvia’s most emblematic monument, also the largest and highest in the world. The train passed the Relayer Sports and Convention Facility and Locrian Park. Soon, it descended a steep slope, then pulled into the hidden Trinont Station.

	Aris stopped the music on his Integrated. He put away the earphones, darted out of the station, and headed to Daver’s murky high-rise building. Up on the third floor, he ran into several coworkers who debated in a sumptuous, spacious circular courtyard in front of their offices.

	“Well, well, well, Castilho,” said a plump man, around the same age as Aris. He stepped away from the others and grinned as he addressed him. “You’re taking it easy, aren’t you?” He patted him on the back.

	Aris greeted him and the rest with a succinct gesture.

	“Oh, look out, the blithesome employee isn’t in the mood,” the man continued.

	“Are you going to be yourself this early, Mackol Gravis?” asked Aris. “Tell me you’re not.”

	“Go easy on me. I’m jittery. They’re only picking four from this department.” He added in a whisper, “Come, let’s go to your office.” The sturdy Mackol rested his heavy arm on Aris’ shoulder.

	They adjourned to the office. Mackol closed the door and sat in front of the desk. Aris leaned his back against the wall.

	“People are going crazy. It makes me sick,” said Mackol. “I arrived at seven, and the courtyard was packed. Aw, Castilho, you’ll never guess what I found out.”

	Aris began to play pinball in silent mode on his Integrated. “Please, not today.” He made a lip trill. “I mean it.”

	“Trust me. You want to hear this.” Mackol paused for a moment. “You know Daver isn’t the same. Jon Creepel’s grown stubborn, sullen, and they say Viera Lenz is pulling the strings. She must be doing it from home because we rarely see her around here. Wow, it’s so great to be Creepel’s favorite secretary. But why does the old man behave like a rabid zombie when Daver is at its best?”

	“Why should I care? I’m just an employee. Freedom and making ends meet are my biggest concerns.”

	“Cut the anarchist arrogance. It’s more complicated, Castilho.” He lowered his voice and got closer to the desk. “There’s evidence.”

	“Evidence?”

	“Evidence involving Astralvia’s savior—Follvertam.”

	Aris was scoring well in the pinball game. He wondered how long he would have to bear those nagging corporate guys. Why was he such a coward, a conformist? The standard-guy costume is going to blow out at any time. It’s been five years. “Well, Follvertam is everywhere,” he said, concentrating on the game. “Without them, this country would be worse off than it already is. Daver isn’t the only company making deals with them. They’ve subsidized so many institutions—such as the Holmj Planetarium, for instance.”

	“Sure, and we know how they just treated the planetarium—like garbage. Now, Dormk’s crooked elite will have a new haunt to party with their lovers.”

	“What’s your punchline?” Aris asked as if speaking to his Integrated.

	“They’re coddling us. They’re our fairy godmother.”

	“Are you serious? Don’t exaggerate.”

	“They’re subsidizing us, too. They’re our saviors.”

	Aris shut down his Integrated’s screen and turned his attention to Mackol. “Slow down. Daver’s security is watching us, recording everything.”

	“Except audio.”

	“Are you stupid? There’s no privacy during office hours. You know that, right? Why didn’t you wait for the—”

	“Easy, I’m not that stupid.”

	“Hard to believe.”

	“Relax. This office is off-grid.” Mackol lowered his voice. “Let me explain, kid.” He flashed a broad grin. “It’s no secret that Follvertam and Daver have been getting along for a long time. Daver infected Vertam’s prime-time programming with mind-blowing, avant-garde advertisements of our product. We’ve talked about it. We all wondered how we could afford something like that. Simple: we did all this publicity in Folltam, for free. Follvertam didn’t charge us a lido, nor did they skimp on expenses.”

	Follvertam, Follvertam. I’m sick to death of it! I already know Vertam is the leading multimedia network in the country and Folltam can compete with the biggest advertising agencies on the continent—every Astralvian knows! Why is this chubby Damul always blathering about how much of a behemoth Winston Follver’s empire is?

	“Who do you think paid for our robotic manufacturers in Azhia?” Mackol continued. “Daver not only saved millions by firing all its human workers on that continent, but it also didn’t spend a single lido for the replacement robots. The answer—Follvertam.”

	Aris scratched the back of his head. He recalled the pompous signs on floating electric billboards, the giant screen on the rooftop of the renowned Kurlin building, and the repetitive commercials on Vertam. The robot automation was inevitable: they were the cheapest slave labor. “I still don’t understand why you’re telling me all this. What you ought to explain is how tomorrow you and I won’t be selling fruits and vegetables in Center Conespa—in separate stands, please.”

	“Creepel’s primary goal was to take part in the fifth Paltrum Congress.” Mackol’s face tightened. “If Daver continues to curry Follvertam’s favor, the most famous Astralvian legend won’t be the King of Verwins but Daver’s success.”

	Why was Aris letting Mackol speak about this thorny subject in his office? Was the real change in his life starting? The decisions—

	“Now I’ve got your attention, Castilho. Well, Elder Creepel got what he wanted, and so did you. Daver is going to Paltrum, and you’ll be the official representative.”

	“You’ve lost your marbles, Mackol. Damulism has charred your neurons. Guys like you mustn’t be on the loose; you’re a danger to society.”

	“I have it from a reliable source. Besides, everybody knows it; that’s what we were talking about in the courtyard when you got here. Unbelievable. The carefree employee turns out to be the favorite of top management. But what’s in it for Follvertam? It’s like Daver is selling its soul. Maybe that’s why Creepel has been roaming the corridors like an ogre.”

	Aris got up, shook his head, and rubbed his eyes. “What a way to start the week.” He connected his Integrated to his desk, exhaling. It was a fact: no system. “At least you were right about the office.”

	“Not only about that, Castilho.”

	Aris gestured his hand at the metal door. “If you please.”

	Mackol stared at him, not softening his dour countenance, and then left the office.

	For Mars! Each day it’s harder to conceal how much I dislike this guy. And to think that telecommuting used to be in vogue all over the world, and you didn’t have to put up with dictatorial bosses and insufferable coworkers on a daily basis.

	Aris contemplated his sterile office for several minutes. Since he found it ludicrous to accept Mackol’s word, he only had one explanation left.

	They’re going to sack me. But why?

	 

	———

	 

	After mulling it over for almost an hour in his unplugged office, Aris headed to the Main Saloon on the fifth floor, breathing trepidation, a pesky prickle in his body. The large, chock-full auditorium occupied the whole level. They’d refurbished it with gold and aluminum, Renaissance art paintings, large windows, polished lamps, leather armchairs, plus an elegant mahogany platform. Aris’ name was stamped and sparkling on a chair. Mackol sat three rows ahead of him.

	The conference was about to begin. Daver’s managers, along with CEO and founder Jon Creepel, had arrived on stage. Giant screens on either side of the platform projected their images.

	“There they are,” said a slight, almost dwarfish individual sitting to Aris’ left. His face resembled that of a senior but without wrinkles. “Geniuses, don’t you think?” He wouldn’t take his eyes off the managers. Like Aris, he watched the actual owners of Daver, not paying attention to the screens.

	“I suppose,” Aris hissed.

	The applause began. Everybody rose.

	“Rubens Aldens,” said the little man. “I work as a programmer in the electronics department. I know, I’m just another face in the crowd at Daver.”

	“Aris Castilho.”

	“Oh, I see. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He shook his hand with a clumsy motion. Aris barely acknowledged the greeting. “I’ve heard so much about you and your work.”

	“Is that so?”

	“Sure, you’re a tremendous deal for Daver. Besides … Shh, we have to sit down.”

	The audience took their seats.

	“It’s the first time I’ve seen this auditorium overcrowded,” said Aris, almost stuttering. He swallowed acid saliva.

	“Weren’t you here last month? It was unpleasant, man.” Rubens drew an effeminate grimace. “Poor woman.”

	“You mean Estela Ronnyd, that accountant they fired for alleged electronic theft?”

	“Aw, she wept in front of all of us—what an excruciating show. This hall was about to burst, a little less crowded than now.”

	“It’s a macabre, sadistic ritual.”

	“If you only knew, Aris Castilho.” The little man gave a lopsided smile and scrutinized Aris’ face. “Imagine if they fired someone like you. How full would this auditorium be?”

	The tingling in his body increased, his leg fidgeting.

	“Companions of Daver,” began Creepel, in a voice that didn’t sound like a ninety-year-old man. “As you know, we’re here to discuss the most important event in our company’s history—the Paltrum Congress.”

	Aris exhaled. Foreign, renewed energy flowed back into his body.

	“Before naming the selected delegates,” Creepel continued, “I remind you of the significance of this event. Paltrum is the most prestigious judge in the technological field. Every three years, they draw up a comparative table of the companies working in this field. Then they make a preselection of the twenty most relevant and invite them to their Congress, where they’ll compete to be among the top five in the world. Not only did they choose us, but we’ll also be the guests of honor. And I’m positive we can crush anybody. We’re the best in Astralvia. If we win …” Creepel fell silent and watched the audience for a moment. “Yes, that. If we win, we’ll be invincible.”

	Half the auditorium rose in a standing ovation. Rubens sobbed.

	“Managers cannot attend, only mid-level employees,” Creepel continued. “They’ll give interviews, talks, workshops, exhibitions. And the most critical task: we must sell out all of our products to make it in the top five. You must have charisma, perception, confidence in what you’re selling and, above all, know how to lie.” Some giggles rose from the audience. “For this reason, we selected the majority of delegates from sales. However, our official representative is from the Department of Advanced Communications Engineering, engineer Aris Castilho. Come here, Castilho. You are our first choice and the one with the greatest responsibility. Give it up for Aris.”

	Mackol wasn’t full of rubbish. The decisions …

	The auditorium stood up again. They all clapped their hands loud and fast, then sat when Aris reached the wooden dais. He peered at the audience, looking for Rubens and Mackol; they were both gone. He still couldn’t grasp what was happening to him. What if the rest of what Mackol had told him was also true? If you don’t make decisions, others will make them for you.

	Aris’ legs buckled, and an oppressive pang swept through his abdomen. He pressed his lips together and shook his head subtly. “This is utterly wrong,” he whispered to himself.

	“From this department, we also chose Otto Sand, César Prodh, and Ámbhar Mils,” Jon Creepel announced, resting his hand on Aris’ shoulder. “Come closer, please. Another round of applause for them.”

	And the applause rumbled—to the depths of Aris’ heart.
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	Jon Creepel died from a heart attack hours after announcing the selected employees for the Paltrum Congress. The following day, the managers elected Saulh Lesh as the new CEO, and his first order was to prohibit talking about the death of Daver’s founder; the penalty for disobeying this command was immediate dismissal. Even so, the corridors rattled with gossip, including the absence of Creepel’s primary secretary, Viera Lenz, who no one had seen since hours before his death. Because Creepel had been such a prominent person, the federal police took over the investigation and assigned it to some agent whose name Aris couldn’t remember.

	Aris kept coming back to what Mackol had told him, and approached him several times, suggesting they talk outside of Daver to resume the conversation they’d had that day. Mackol always refused. In fact, his demeanor had changed, and he was always avoiding Aris. Weeks later, Mackol disappeared, on vacation or something. He must be praying to the King of Verwins on some mountain in Merlid. I wish the hill would gobble him up. One less Damul in Astralvia is always a boon.

	Why had they chosen and named Aris as the official representative? He wouldn’t have voted for himself. Plus, if all that jumble between Follvertam and Daver was real, what was it to do with him? Jon Creepel was the person who could give him reliable answers, but he was dead. A lethal heart attack, with the kind of privileged healthcare a guy like Creepel must have had?

	Aris wanted to confide in his therapist, but that would be reckless. He couldn’t share it with anyone.

	By turning him into one of the Paltrum Chosen—that’s what they called us. Yakk—they had forced his true self into hibernation. A few pats on his ego’s shoulder, and Daver snatched away a little more of him, day by day. He lost those vital hours when he used to amble along Conespa’s streets listening to progressive rock, when he sat near the Croma River and played RTS and RPG video games on his Integrated or visited the Guardians on his bike. He didn’t even have time to savor his favorite dumplings in the city’s northwest or the croissants on Phrygian Street. How he missed them. Now everything was Daver and Paltrum, a paltry wage increase, and more responsibility in a job he should have quit some time ago.

	Why didn’t he say no to them? Why didn’t he take advantage of the moment when they selected him? Why hadn’t he fled?

	Over the weeks following the auditorium, where he’d poured his blood straight into Daver’s veins, the recurring dream stopped. He didn’t know why, but he kept thinking about Rubens Aldens. Aris hadn’t seen him again, and that was odd. Such a pathetic creature can’t go unnoticed anywhere. Daver has hundreds of corporate bootlickers and suckers, but none of them compare to Rubens; he’s a higher-level licker. Yet nobody knows him. Who is that guy?

	Paltrum, Follvertam, Creepel. What was their connection with him? Plunged into a lake of questions and treacherous coincidences, Aris was determined to unravel the truth. So far, he had found no leads, but the Congress might be a chance.

	 

	———

	 

	It was the second week of September, and Paltrum Congress was about to start.

	The aerotaxi had just entered the sweltering conservative city of Redima, the capital of the state of the same name. Aris beheld through the window the sunny morning of that western region of Astralvia, more than a thousand kilometers from Conespa.

	He’d always had a special affection for Redima. His foster mother had been born there. Also, it was where he’d met Ivette, when he was finishing college. Back then, the entire State of Redima had featured enormous cooling plants that Microxing—Daver’s major competitor—had installed. Years later, President Lazh Dormk ordered their removal.

	A long time ago, the State of Redima had been the region with the largest oil exploration on the Mherik continent. When the alternative energy industry knocked black gold off its podium, Astralvia lost its economic livelihood. The country became mired in its worst crisis in history for a prolonged period. Then, a new emperor came along to rescue it—Follvertam, the financial angel.

	Winston Follver bought Astralvia’s soul—and oxygen.

	Decades ago, Follvertam had the government approve the Michel Project, another extreme measure to redress past mismanagement of climate change. That meant bombarding Astralvian skies with trillions of nanocircuits to purify sixty percent of its air, which already had high levels of toxicity. Follvertam carried out production at its facilities. Microxing and Daver handled the technological part of the project, although the latter withdrew at the last minute.

	Aris recalled the fascinating discussions with Ivette. By then, populist Lazh Dormk had been in power for two years. Even though she was five years younger than Aris, her ideas were sometimes clearer than his. They’d both agreed the Worker Party had taken advantage of those hard times to seduce lower classes and that Follvertam and other business people had supplied them the fuel they needed to put Dormk in the presidential chair. Aris posited that Astralvia’s stagnation would increase year by year. Ivette was more optimistic.

	What they disagreed on most was Winston Follver’s personality. Ivette claimed he wasn’t a hero but a financial predator. Aris had always believed the Astralvian Hero gravitated to a different, incomprehensible elite beyond his empire.

	The aerotaxi was about to land on the roof of the hermetically sealed Lurbeh Convention Center, where the Paltrum Congress would take place: a gigantic conic tent with a facade of crystals and colored metals. Behind it were the visitor cottages, several black houses huddled together on a gentle slope.

	Everything looked familiar to him, and he didn’t experience nostalgia but relief. For the first time, Aris felt he’d overcome that complicated stage of his life. Now Ivette was a bittersweet memory, ever lighter and more ephemeral.

	When the vehicle stopped on the Lurbeh rooftop terrace, Aris got out and ran to the tubular elevator. He’d applied a strong sunscreen, but Redima was a hot city—unlike dirty, cloudy Conespa—with such powerful sunrays that a few minutes outdoors could sear his skin.

	At first glance, Paltrum didn’t disappoint Aris. It was as cold, mechanical, and predictable as he had expected.

	Lurbeh Convention Center had five levels, each with tinted windows and a silver railing skirting a huge hole in the middle. At one end of the lobby was a tubular elevator; at the opposite end, a large spiral staircase. From above, a massive circular screen supported by two large steel ropes descended almost to the floor. It displayed the competitors’ positions and statistics for the event, as well as the different designs of each contestant. As the screen rested in front of the large frosted windows, it acted as a curtain that further dimmed the outside light, allowing the glass bulbs to illuminate the vestibule.

	While Aris reviewed his opening speech, Lurbeh filled with guests, judges, and participating members. Soon after, he took the spiral staircase to the fifth level and settled on the luxurious iron podium at the opposite end of the steps. He delivered a short, futile discourse. When he concluded, background music began to play, perhaps too melancholic for the occasion—I love it.

	As Aris went back down the stairs, the circular screen was about to upload its next ad. It remained black for a moment, like a sun eclipsed by some intruding planet. Cast in darkness, Lurbeh ballooned with colorful aurora borealis that looked alien. For Aris, that was Paltrum’s only inspiring scene, not just because of the cosmic illusion but also because of who climbed the stairs toward him with a liquid stride.

	She had radiant red hair with hints of gold protruding from a small velvet hat. Her violet pants clung down to her calves, and her close-fitting white blouse rode above her navel. He couldn’t catch her eye, since she focused her gaze on the steps she climbed with such caution. Her graceful countenance conveyed melancholy, or perhaps wisdom. She was different, genuine, full of intrigue. When she reached the step below him, she opened her lips, raised her head, and saw him as no one had ever seen him before. Her blue-gray eyes hypnotized him.

	Aris remained distracted, unable to stop watching her, floating inside bubbles of fresh and healing oxygen. He didn’t notice the two men talking next to him; together, they blocked her way. Aris shifted to let her pass. He couldn’t speak. She climbed the stairs, closed her lips, and gifted him with a coy little smile. Lowering her head and glancing away, she continued to the Microxing sector.

	The eclipsed, magical moment ended, and the circular screen displayed another company’s product. He followed her with his eyes. She spoke with another woman, her back to him. Aris even paid attention to her shoes without heels, open at the instep, no socks. His hands shook; his stomach hurt. It was unlike him. Soon, she turned, gave him a quick blank stare, and looked back at the other woman. He walked over to them. The other woman eyed him from head to toe and left.

	He stood before her, not knowing what to say. Between them, silence reigned along with Lurbeh’s color shifts. Then the eclipsed sun greeted him for the second time. Aris didn’t even feel like saying his name. Music and atmosphere forced silent communication.

	She didn’t vary her expectant expression. For a moment, he imagined she wanted to speak to him through telepathy. Without ceasing to stare at him, her countenance saddened a bit more as the sparkle in her eyes became more exquisite. Now her face showed an indecipherable vulnerability and honesty. She leaned her two prominent front teeth on her lower lip. She took off her hat, sighed, then studied him with a particular indulgence, followed by that fragrance of innocence yet mischief.

	How long did they stay like that, looking into each other’s eyes, each one interpreting that sensory language in their own way? Then something startling happened—her eyes changed color. Now one was golden, and the other green. At first, Aris thought it might be some brand-new contact lenses. No. These eyes were authentic. Like her.

	“Pulstar,” she whispered. A simper blended with nostalgia.

	Her voice moved him and bewitched him even more.

	She exited the sector, strode over to the stairs, and stepped down slowly, without a backward glance. He was stunned. Yes, like an idiot. Aris followed her into the crowd, but it was in vain. He sought her out several times—nothing. He set out to forget about it. Out of the question, but at least he managed to get a hold of himself.

	 

	———

	 

	In Daver’s sector, everything ran smoothly.

	Aris spent the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon solving tiresome issues, almost all in the sales department. When he got off work, he took a new tour of Lurbeh. Daver was in the top ten of the competition. He didn’t glimpse her anywhere. However, the woman he’d seen her with before leaned on the third-level railing, observing the large screen. He rushed up there.

	“Excuse me,” Aris said, resting on the same handrail.

	She gave him a glance. “Yes?” she asked.

	“Do you know where she went?”

	She giggled. “Why should I?” she asked, budging away from the railing. “It’s the first time I’ve seen her.”

	“But you—”

	“She asked me if I worked for Microxing. I explained I’m just a guest. Then she said Microxing has a new project, something to do with the lost village of Verwins. That’s nuts. Apparently, they want to hunt it down and incorporate it into society. Something like that, a weird mershk. I humored her, then I told her you were salivating like a fool.”

	Microxing is doing a project about Verwins? Will they unveil it in Paltrum? Aris had never heard of anything like it. People only talked about that ghost village because of its legend, its disappearance … and the damn Damuls.

	“Good luck,” she said, slapping his back. “What a lunatic.” She grimaced and stepped away.

	 

	———

	 

	That night, Aris struggled to sleep. He floated in a dimension full of new, effervescent sensations. Hours later, he managed to fall asleep. And after almost two months’ respite, that strange dream came back to visit him once again.

	As on previous occasions, he couldn’t make out the environment. There was the same clash where he seemed to drive a metal stake into someone. But this time the victim was the grotesque Rubens Aldens and Mackol Gravis witnessed the murder.

	When Aris woke up, he puzzled a little over the dream, and then his thoughts drifted to her.

	The following days were dreary, automated. Daver came in third. Microxing didn’t classify, and none of the projects they submitted had anything to do with Verwins. Also, Aris took the chance to look up information about Creepel, his secretary Viera Lenz, and Follvertam on hidden sites on the Global Network, masking his identity with robust algorithms. He found nothing.

	He didn’t see her again, but he kept thinking all the time about that woman and what she’d told him.

	Pulstar.
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	This time, I’ll dare. I’ve got the syringe in my hand. Its needle pinches my arm.

	I’m sitting on my favorite sofa in the airy living room of my parents’ mansion. Through the large window, I behold with petty astonishment the Yarfras Forest, the prelude to the always luminous, vibrant Veldoren City. It’s almost sunset. Another farewell to the January sun. Maybe it’ll embolden me even more to make this decision. Perhaps I’ll go with the sun. But unlike our dictatorial star, my journey will have no return.

	A month ago, an asteroid the size of Greta Island passed by too close to the Earth. Also, decades ago, humans confronted yet another plague, one of the fiercest. The fragile, miserly global economy and limited healthcare systems collapsed once again. Not to mention the stupid wars—is there anyone that is not so?—and the crankiness of the planet thanks to our insatiable gluttony for destruction.

	They discovered bacterial life on two of Saturn’s satellites, Enceladus and Titan, then on Miranda and Triton, satellites of Uranus and Neptune. There’s a significant habitat in the ocean beneath the iron crust of Europa, one of Jupiter’s moons. We’ve found millions of exoplanets with water, oxygen, nitrogen, twins of our planet, and yet humanity remains engrossed in the shell of its daily life—like me. It’s been a long time since I locked myself up in the caves of my psyche.
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