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The moment Parabellum left the underground base, Rei’than had the advantage of astronomical unity over him. He did not detect the pursuer, who had put on the latest protective barriers, but Shindler, using better equipment than the XRS-14, was able to track the fugitive by the thermal trail.

As for travel comfort, the girl felt similar to the flight with Darius - she didn’t feel the dizzying speed and the real gravity load of 2500 G, but a little more than 1 G, especially the pressure changes in the organs. It was like sitting in a chair in the Cargoo base. Figam’s team had had to install the latest anti-gravity load shields on the White-Jenny suspected that from the categories they created a separate environment for the protected object that wasn’t susceptible to the gravity load-before the Avor had gotten it on its side. But she wasn’t interested in that now. With her hand in front of her face, she watched an uninhabitable planet they passed in the K’ajolom system.

As for the travel comfort, the girl felt similar to the flight with Darius - she didn’t feel the dizzying speed and the real gravity load of 2500 G, but a little more than 1 G, especially the pressure changes in the organs. It was like sitting in a chair in the Cargoo base. Figam’s team had had to install the latest anti-gravity load shields on the White - Jenny suspected that from the categories they had created a separate environment for the protected object that wasn’t susceptible to the gravity load - before the Avor had laid it on its side. But she wasn’t interested in that now. With her hand in front of her face, she watched an uninhabitable planet they passed in the K’ajolom system.

“Good question,” Sandstorm admitted. What actually made her make such a drastic, fateful decision? The monotony of existence on a sad planet? The near-perpetual confinement underground, the depressive behavior and hiding? The loneliness? The company of a few horny, discontented achijes who couldn’t cope with the fact of their own infertility? The willingness to do it anyway to spite Kiret, even though she had supposedly gotten over the rejection and made her peace with it? Fear of being judged harshly for Rei’than’s action, for which she wasn’t angry with him at all?

Or Rei’than himself.

Yes - he was the overwhelming factor, although everything Jenny thought had accumulated and influenced her decision to escape. Escape into the unknown with her own enemy.

“You know,” she said finally, without turning her head.

She hadn’t spoken openly about her feelings for him, lest she come across as a stupid, obtuse teenager. Although she had done just that: she had saved him and then helped him escape. Just like her mother and Forkis used to do. Except back then it was about hate, which had turned into something else entirely on the dangerous planet where the adversaries had to work together to survive. Jenny chose Rei’than because he fascinated her in terms of species, physique and character, and was also somewhat the equivalent of Kiret.

“Do you even know what you’ve gotten yourself into?” He said with minimal amusement. He was in no position to address Jenny with the same intensity of contempt and irony intended for the human race as he had with the Kiritians of Cargoo. He really liked her. He decided to be honest with her. “You’re a woman, you’ll not be of service to the alien army of Kandrok, because we only gather male warriors of other species with Avor physiognomy. It’s about endurance, strength, availability and physique. In your case, too many changes would have to be made. However, your advantage is telepathy. Maybe that’s why you won’t die.”

She turned to face him.

“And why would the avors kill me?”

Rei’than couldn’t refrain and chuckled.

“You don’t remember? You were the first target to be eliminated, along with Kiret Biffter and the others. When attacking an enemy nation, Kandrok always starts by killing the authorities and those who are in them in the first place.”

Jenny had heard of this tactic, which came from Kandrok’s reasoning. All were governed by the Gerha, which as a 100% machine was a kind of controller, the brain of the whole cybernetic society, which was connected with the possession of neurocytes by subordinates. A bit like the ergates and the ant queen. If the queen or king had been killed or defeated, disorder would have reigned among the Kandrok members. Sandstorm, as a human, didn’t grasp the core of the problem and didn’t understand why others in the power chain couldn’t step up and keep order. However, the structure seemed only fragile - no one had yet defeated Kandrok or a Gerha, and each Avor knew his place in an assigned collective, so there were no attacks, coups, or uprisings among the Avors as is typical among humans. Kandrok despised the freedom that came from individualism because he believed it would lead to chaos and the arrogance of individuals or minorities.

“But now circumstances have changed,” Rei’than continued. “Necron has lost power and is unlikely to regain it, and you have been rejected by the Kiritians as a member of the community. I’ve seen it myself, heard conversations, and will confirm it. You’ll not take power from your mother because... What do you call non-Kiritians?”

“Oderses. There would be a problem with that anyway, since Anna is immortal.”

“But she can die,” the Avor stated simply.

“So would I be safe if I were among the Kandrok members?” 

“Surely a neurocyte is used, Jenny. If you were on Asephor’ Cerotis, the gerha would have you under control. And in any case, you should know our language. The implant makes it possible. Minorities that don’t belong to any species have no rights, they have to connect with us.” Rei’than thought about something, whereupon he smiled eerily. Similarly, he looked at the girl. “Unless you’d agree to be my wahirika. I’m still organic and have a right to her.”

“Who?” She wondered if he meant someone like a wife or a girlfriend.

“You would become inviolable, except that ... It doesn’t matter anyway.”

“So I understand that you’d completely take over my consciousness anyway?” Sandstorm asked, when Rei’than didn’t address the vexed topic for the next few moments. She tried to sound indifferent. What seemed to be normal and quite natural among Kandrok members frightened her.

“Only if you cause trouble. To keep you safe, I would need a higher status. At least xepo, and preferably troh. However, my promotion is assured if I deliver the super virus to my ergrih and give Cargoo’s location. But even that may not save you from dying at the hands of avors. So think about whether you would like to land somewhere before it’s too late.”

“I don’t care,” Jenny replied genuinely, resigned. She turned her head again to the right-hand canopy.

She felt awful. Like a traitor. Unreasonable teenager. She certainly couldn’t come back. She would have been afraid to look them all in the eye, especially Kiret, whom she hadn’t helped from cowardice, unsure of Rei’than’s intention with the knife at her throat. Therefore, she had to face the punishment she had appointed for herself. An unknown terrible future.

“I have located the nearest node,” the White informed Rei’than. “The active starting point is a few light-years from the blue double supergiant RS 1228-511-0-0-472 in the Andromeda Galaxy.”

The Kiritian name given by the AI meant nothing to him. The rajithar capsule had transferred to the White the terms of cosmic objects from the Zodiac Universum in the Kandrok language, but only those that it had encoded when Rei’than was imprisoned by the Immortals. If after that time avors added new celestial bodies to their ZU map, the avor couldn’t know it.

“I don’t associate it. Show me better a map of the area, a hundred AU radius from object zero.”

“Are you talking to the White?” Jenny guessed, seeing the map of the Andromeda Galaxy section. She rubbed the chest with her hand in the place of the lungs, feeling the pressure there.

“Yes.”

“If it’s nothing secret, you can talk normally.” She looked at Tukum dozing aside on the warm instrument console.

“Right. I do it out of habit. The White, give the information out loud from now on. Here,” the avor pointed with a finger to the blue double supergiant, “was found the second node. The first one is located near us.”

“I’m not too familiar with space. I know only a few planets,” said the girl.

“In turn on me, something dawns.” Rei’than scratched his forehead as he looked at the map. “The blue supergiant and nine planets. Here is a bright yellow supergiant, double. I think we flew in our afferis this way ... Yes, exactly.” He smiled as he associated the system of successive large stars and planets.

“And after so many years in prison, you really remember such things?”

“I support myself slightly with the neurocyte.”

“A lone unit is following us,” said the AI.

Rei’than frowned; Jenny looked at him questioningly, sucking the air louder.

“Show me,” he ordered.

“It is a Parabellum 2820 fighter, but at the same time it is as if it wasn’t it, the AI ​​replied not very precisely. On the console sheet, was displayed the specification of the machine.

“It’s Darius!” The girl felt very dizzy, there was darkness before her eyes, her ears were ringing. “Rei’than, it’s hard for me to breathe ... There is not enough oxygen.”

“Sorry, I didn’t take that into account.” The avor after the take-off had set the air convenient for his lungs so that he could finally breathe freely. “We’ll have to compromise somehow. The White, increase the amount of oxygen by eight percent.”

“I’m doing it. What about Parabellum 2820?”

Rei’than looked Jenny firmly into the eyes. She, with fear and hope in them, as if she had wanted to tell him “Don’t hurt him”, shook her head.

“Connect with it,” he ordered.
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Darius flew as fast as he could with his new, but still test equipment. Upon receiving a message from Cargoo that a pursuit group had taken off, he immediately estimated that it had no chance of catching up with the fugitive.

Anna Sandstorm, currently on Calcaris, was informed about the situation with Jenny and Rei’than. Schindler, eavesdropping on the conversation, listened to her arguing with Forkis, which was witnessed also by Warfighter with several officers located in the communications center.

“Darius is to bring her back!” The captain pressed emphatically. The conversation between the planets circulating in other universes took place almost in real time, which was another phenomenon incomprehensible to the average Kiritian by Dr. Figam’s team. Delays were counted in seconds, and no interference was noted.

“How is he supposed to do that?” Forkis replied, angry. He couldn’t predict how the clash of the P-2820 created from pat-b’itol and XRS-14 hacked by the Kandrok technology might have ended. “She betrayed us, Anna, just like Necron. She made the choice.”

“You don’t know what happened, because none of you witnessed the whole incident.”

“I know exactly so much I should. Rei’than wanted to fake the kidnapping of Jenny so that she didn’t bear any responsibility for his release, but she kissed him for show in the hangar, giving us a clear picture of the situation.”

“You’ll regret it if you hurt her. She’s just a kid.”

“She’s not five years old!” Forkis lowered his tone an octave. “Anna ... I’m so damn sorry too. You don’t even know how terrible I feel. But the avor cannot escape us. He stole the super virus, also knows where our hideout is. He might have already sent the bearings into the air to his comrades.”

“I haven’t detected, sir, any message coming from the White,” said Darius. He couldn’t explain how he actually knew it, or how the espionage technology of his armor worked, but he supposed it occurred semi-autonomously, perhaps completely independently of the operator’s will. Likewise receiving signals from the environment by a body thanks to the senses. Shindler only picked them up, but thanks to it he looked around the situation. “I suppose the avor wants to find the node. Oh, I could intercept Jenny onto my board through an airtight tunnel, on the principle of refueling old planes in the air.”

“Do it then,” Forkis ordered. “Bring my daughter, but don’t worry about the White, even less about Rei’than. He has to be killed.”

The idea of ​​destroying the XRS-14, which was, in a sentimental way, a bridge between two different lives, Anna didn’t like. Due to AI being very much like human intelligence, she often thought of the White as a rational and conscious being. If it hadn’t been for it, she would have crashed on Aj and died instantly. Nevertheless, she suspected that even Parabellum in direct combat wouldn’t be able to neutralize Rei’than-modified XRS-14. Nacxit clearly emphasized that thanks to the knowledge of Figam, Cortez and Jelinek, the Immortals would almost draw level with Kandrok’s technology, i.e., they would still be slightly behind, which they would have to make up for with their cleverness and speed. So, she didn’t go against the Emperor’s will but gritted her teeth silently.

“But if there’s nothing you can do, Schindler, destroy the fighter and the crew at all costs,” Forkis said grimly.

“No!” Anna shouted at the Calcaris base. She couldn’t believe what she had just heard.

The Emperor was silent, bowed his head, shifting his gaze to someone’s workstation between his outstretched arms.

“Don’t worry, I’ll bring her back,” Darius assured blankly, which he didn’t quite believe. Here he was able to experience the action of his cocoon, which immediately gave him sedatives, having detected his emotional instability.

“Darius Schindler ...” He unexpectedly received another call, heard only for him. He recognized Rei’than’s harsh voice, marked by irony. The White and Parabellum were currently separated by about two hundred thousand kilometers. “And how is it going?”

“Slightly ahead,” the corporal replied.

“I see you caught up with me quickly.”

“What did you do with Jenny?!”

“You don’t have to be so nervous, she is sitting next to me, safe and sound. Anyway, she can tell you it herself.”

“I’m fine,” the girl confirmed mechanically.

“You see, Darius, I am a good and caring boy. Your little cat is fine too. I have a proposal, no big deal really: fly your way, that is, you will turn one hundred and eighty degrees, I will fly mine and we will both be pleased. What do you think?”

“I can see you’ve mastered the sarcasm to perfection over the years.”

“It’s probably the only thing of value in mankind. Maybe also some of your girls are nice.” Rei’than looked at his fellow passenger. “So how will it be? Are you okay with my offer? Somehow, I somehow don’t feel like killing now, I’m in a hurry.”

“Forget it. Give me Jenny and Tukum back!” This time, Schindler didn’t want Parabellum to give him an extra dose of aerosolized sedatives. The distance between the vehicles had decreased significantly.

“You know, there’s a little problem. Because the girl doesn’t want to go back with you. There’s a spacesuit on board, I suggested she put it on, stuff her she-cat inside somewhere, and go out into space for you to intercept her. But she refused.”

“Rei’than is right,” Sandstorm whispered. “Fly away, Darius.”

“Jenny ... why? Are you crazy?!” Shindler exclaimed after a moment of silence as he tried to process what he had just picked up. “What happened?! It is he who forces you to say such nonsense, right?” Even if it was true, he had no way of learning it now.

“Nothing happened. Please leave me alone. Rei’than didn’t kidnap me. I am here of my own free will.”

“You white-skinned bastard! What have you done to her?!”

“Something you failed at when you tried,” replied the avor, preferring to militate with the taunt rather than conventionally. He was pretty sure he could beat Darius in a machine fight, even with human gear, but he didn’t want to risk losing his precious cargo if the White did explode.

Nervous, Schindler sped up more. Like the crew of XRS-14, he also felt no gravity load.

“Schindler, report,” Forkis said when he regained access.

“Sir. It’s true what you said. It’s not a kidnapping, but they both got away. Jenny is fine, Tukum too.”

He heard a sigh of relief in the background, then thanks to some god with an exotic name - Agroteh must have been in the comm room, too, worried about the loss of his daughter.

“She doesn’t want to go back,” the corporal added coldly.

“Smash XRS-14,” ordered the Emperor after one of the hardest and longest five seconds of his life. Though he tried to speak impassively, Darius picked up that his voice was getting harder and harder to control. In his mind’s eye, he saw distraught Anna on Calcaris, hiding her face in her hands, apparently unable to comment on the order.

Shindler felt no better himself. Angry, shaken, also distraught. But probably angry most. He tried inefficiently to influence the girl’s decision:

“Jenny, come with me. Return home. Everything will surely work out, whatever happens, I will stand up for you.”

“I like you the way I like Tukum or Chimalmat,” she replied, “but I’ve never asked you to keep an eye on me and do things for me all the time. I can take care of myself.”

“You can? Do you even know what you’re getting yourself into? Kandrok wanted to kill you! They blew up our universe! You’ll probably die if you join them, unless they do something much worse to you first! They’re monsters!”

“I’m not going to join anyone. I am my own property. Please go away.”

Darius stopped this nonsensical gab, knowing he would achieve nothing.

“Corporal Schindler, destroy the target,” Forkis repeated emphatically.

When Darius managed to get closer to several kilometers from the fighter, so that he could clearly see three blue drive lights on the preview, furious, he sent an energy salvo at it, which was absorbed by the protective field.

He deliberately used low-power fire, about which Forkis couldn’t know - apart from communication controlled by Darius, Cargoo received no other signals from Parabellum. He also wasn’t surprised that Rei’than didn’t react to the provocation. He would have done the same if he had been transporting the dangerous pathogen seized from the enemy, acquired with great difficulty.

The avor accelerated, but not to escape Schindler, which was problematic in deep space anyway.

The White flew into an active node, and Darius, ignoring the Emperor’s order to withdraw, screaming, followed him.

Both machines disappeared - but Parabellum before it even reached the node. 
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Indifferent, Kiret sat bent over on the bunk. Ahead of him was a view of Rei’than’s cell, now empty. He was completely separated from the life of the base, so he didn’t know if the prisoner had managed to escape, had been captured and transferred somewhere, or killed. Three times day meals were brought to him and he was allowed to use the bathroom, but he wasn’t brought to the surface like his predecessor, so as not to affect the mood of the achijes, who would have had to watch the complete collapse of the former emperor. The former emperor whom almost every Kiritian considered a traitor or suspected of being involved in some scheme.

Lonely, Necron, however, didn’t care about it much anymore. Anhedonia settled for good in his mind, tired of centuries of life, especially of the trauma of recent events. He was convinced that it was he who had led to the downfall of the nation that had existed for centuries, tempered by the hard hand of Forkis. His home planet was gone - also because of him. In the past, he had sometimes wondered if he shouldn’t have done what Figam had, and rid the blood of the super virus, since it hadn’t been fully compliant with the methods of Forkis and the rules of the nation. Perhaps then his life would have become happier, it would have been more intense, though not longer than the one hundred and fifty years oderses lived up to. It is possible that he would have died immediately after the administration of the serum - the complete, non-evolutionary change in the functioning of the body at the cellular level was a shock to him. There had already been such cases during the regression of kiritianization. Some died immediately after taking the serum, others lived a year, another persons lasted for years, and still others, like Figam, lived to a happy old age in health and energy. It was a lottery without a starting point and common features. However, even if Necron had belonged to lucky dogs like Figam, it is possible that he wouldn’t have found his place anywhere. Before becoming an Immortal, he had had a wife and son who had been lost in the depths of time and the machinations of the former global government on Earth. His Christian faith had flowed along with his zest for life. He had nothing left but a heavy boulder of memories bearing hard on him.

He knew his end would come soon.

Whoever wanted it, came out on top.

And he didn’t defend himself, resigned to his fate. In a way, the thought of his imminent destiny gave him a certain peace of mind, that all his problems would be over in one fell swoop.

Days passed, all the same. Sometimes someone with more empathy, like Captain Michael Avadar, came to him and told him to endure. Depressed, Anna said through the PDA that Kiret had at his disposal that she was terribly sorry. She assured him that she would do something about it, but he didn’t share her verve. He just smiled warmly and sadly. He asked no one to come to his defense.

He had lived hundreds of years, and that was enough for him. He was tired and burned out, moreover disgraced. He was a bit ashamed that, like a coward and a slacker, he wanted to die after he had destroyed the entire empire. Maybe he would have been able to act if not for his depression, he had someone to turn to for support.

A group of achijes entered the room. The highest rank had Lieutenant Some - his surname went out of Kiret’s ears immediately, and he didn’t associate with these people. It’s possible they had been brought from Mezzo, since he was out of touch with flights and transfers on the planet.

“Mr. Kiret Biffter,” the officer said calmly. “It’s your time.”

He was no longer an emperor or a general, but at least “Mr.” had left as a remnant of his former status. They treated him with some respect, otherwise they would have sent a master sergeant to the execution as a sign of debasement.

“Do you have any last wish?” the man asked politely.

“I would like to ... see Atla again. As long as you can take me there, though I’m probably asking too much.” Kiret suddenly thought of the planet where he had his residence. Intensively terraformed, it was probably the prettiest and greenest of all colonized celestial bodies. In terms of vegetation, it even beat Chulimal, the ancient homeland of Onkalots, where the jungles were located mainly along the equator to as far as the nearest parallels.

“That can be done, sir,” said the lieutenant, as if he had been prepared for the prisoner to ask to go to some pleasant place. “We can leave soon; I’ll only arrange transportation.”

“At least so much good,” thought Necron, “that spaceflights are resumed,” which contributed to the sudden leap in technology. Vehicle security must have been improved while he was locked up.

After a quarter of an hour, one of the lieutenant’s corporals unlocked his cell.

Kiret feared that when he walked the corridors towards the elevator, then the gate to the surface, he would become a general sensation - and that’s exactly what happened.

In the armory he was allowed to wear whatever armor he wanted. He chose the light one to make the task of the firing squad easier, though even through the heavy armor, the latest infantry weapon, adapted to break through the Kandrokian diarduk, would have gone through easily like a meteorite through the atmosphere.

When he walked ahead, straight, with his head held high, escorted by armed achijes, they passed rows of onlookers. The Kiritians reacted differently. Some shouted why he didn’t defend himself; others spat at his feet and screamed all sorts of synonyms for the word “traitor”, still others looked at the procession sadly or completely without expression.

Doctor Figam emerged from the group, cuddled up to him and, in eloquent silence, patted him on the back. Necron felt a little lighter, in his gloom he hadn’t paid attention to how tense he was.

“I’m sorry, boy, there has been nothing I can do,” Maksimus said, stifling tears. “How could they ... You are the First Kiritian.”

Kiret smiled and rested a hand on his shoulder as the doctor moved closer.

“It’s alright.”

“I don’t believe you betrayed me. It doesn’t suit you. I would prove them wrong. Why didn’t you allow yourself to be examined, Kiret? Why do you allow all this when your salvation is at hand?”

“It’s apparently my time. I don’t regret anything. Win this war. With your mind, I don’t think I need to worry about the finale.”

He gave up explaining that Figam would have had no influence on his fate, because apparently someone cared about his death.

The doctor was about to say something else, but Necron bypassed him.

His gaze slid over familiar or unfamiliar faces, but usually he looked straight ahead.

It was evening on the surface. The carmine-orange coloration of the sky competed with the colors of the rocks and sands of the desert, watched by the slowly closing eye of the K’ajolom red dwarf in the west. Two of the planet’s four moons were visible. Necron stopped as he saw Forkis among the group of new decision-makers, including Velkee Warfighter, looking at him sternly. They just stood and looked at him, they had the faces of statues. Kiret took his gaze off them.

Fortunately, there was no idiot speech. So far, no one in the nation who had previously held high power had been executed, so there was no procedure for how to arrange a farewell in such a case. Kiret preferred unfavorable looks and silence disturbed by the sounds of the neighborhood to pointing out his faults in public.

Giving up the search for more familiar faces in the crowd, he went under escort to the ready-to-take-off devemer, a cephalopod-shaped combat transporter from the Ordovician. It wasn’t long before he understood why the trip had been approved immediately - they wanted to kill two birds with one stone. The achijes would get rid of the traitor and at the same time test the capabilities of the porter created by scientists.

Someone from the landing pad service had placed an abstract sculpture of probably b’itol spheres on the runway - Necron in the cabin couldn’t tell because of the distance. As soon as the technician moved away, the object produced a trail of luminous filings that brushed the devemer’s nose. The effect visually reminded Kiret of a black hole sucking out a star. However, no damage occurred. The sculpture began to expand like the Parabellum armor around Darius’ body, eventually taking the shape of a huge triangle, the sides of which were bounded by a substance unknown to the observers, possibly dense gas.

Moving between the porters’ points was described by whole rows of numbers encoding the place of departure and destination, visible on the cockpit monitor. If they were transferred to the pages of an ancient book, they would take up several dozen ones of fine print. The record consisted of two parts, each denoting a digital unique characteristic of the start X and finish Y area at a given time, where the term ‘area’ referred to the radius extending to neighboring star systems. Everything had to be defined very precisely. So, every moon, solar flare, or smallest asteroid at X and Y was numerically defined. These numbers were constantly changing, because the elements of the cosmos were in motion all the time. Travel to Asephor’ Cerotis was now also possible - Sariel Jelinek calculated the location of this planet, and its components, in another universe from extended Baks’ equation.

“We’re taking off,” ordered Lieutenant Some, the same one who had accompanied Kiret since he left the cell. Necron wasn’t afraid of the effects of entering a living, real porter, because he knew from captain Avadar visiting him, about earlier tests taking place between allied planets. They all had gone well, no one had struggled with any side effects, as if Nimja’s technology had had no flaws.

The devemer rose - and flew into the field of the triangle.

The sensible journey through the environment resembling a thick, silvery fog lasted for a while, which was a constant value for this device. Whether one wanted to travel a hundred meters or cross into another universe, had an impression as if they had been crossing another dimension in time needed to eat breakfast; time dilation took place. When they took off, a dense shoal of luminous objects, like spy orbs, but microscopic, formed in front of the battle transport fairing. As they flew, the objects moved away from the devemer at dizzying speeds. On Atla, it turned out that they had laid the foundations for a triangular target porter, identical to the one made on Cargoo.

After passing through the gate, the transporter landed.

The pat-b’itol substance folded into the same abstract sculpture as the launch counterpart, secured by two of the lieutenant’s subordinates who had first exited the vehicle.

Even Kiret forgot about the gruesome destination for a moment, absorbed in a new experience that even the most jaded convict couldn’t ignore.

“The inlet and outlet mirrors don’t have to be a triangle,” the lieutenant said as they exited the cockpit. “It could be a circle, an octagon, a star - anything. At the discretion of the designer. The one we used to be small, for a single unit, but when we go to Cerotis, a sky-high culverin will be used, through which the shuttles will pass at once.”

“The sight will certainly make quite an impression,” replied Kiret gloomily.

They settled in the garden of his mansion, as he wished. It was noon, the height of summer. Pleasant heat poured from the sky, caressing mostly palm leaves. Everything looked calm, blissful, and perfect, just as Necron had remembered, but there was something strange in the air that had nothing to do with organoleptics. It wasn’t either the fear of death approaching fast. The leaves rustled in the light breeze as if they had wanted to communicate something.

When Necron had been escaping Atla with Jenny, he had fired all the mansion’s staff and ordered it to take shelter in case of an attack by Kandrok, after Skelver had given them the planet’s coordinates. As a rule, the house and the garden had been taken care of by autonomous devices, not even an android had been required for full functioning, but Kiret had liked to give people jobs so that on a basic salary, given to every citizen of Atla for the mere fact of being its citizen, they hadn’t wasted their lives doing nothing or indulging in entertainment. In addition, Jenny had felt comfortable being among people. When the mansion had been hastily abandoned, everything had begun to function by itself, from the cleaning drones to the mechanisms tending the giant garden. There were no algae lingering in the pool, not a speck of dust lay on the table. Everything looked just as Biffter had remembered.

Guarded by achijes who, however, didn’t disturb his privacy, he walked around this house for the last time. He would never see it again. He wouldn’t see anything. Jenny’s adulthood. The final battles with Kandrok. Kiritians in a thousand years.

“We can go now,” he said softly and calmly to the lieutenant, when he was satiated with his melancholy. “Do it in the garden. Bury me under the oak.”

The achij nodded. He gestured for Kiret to go ahead.

He made him stand with his back to the north wall of the house. Standing in a small row, each of the Immortals held a Kalashnikov, a quick-fire energy weapon. “So Forkis bet on a classic execution,” thought Biffter. He’d seen such countless times, it took place with the bare chest, so he slid the top of his armor onto the grass.

He was strangely calm, resigned to his fate. He didn’t feel anything, as if he had already been dead during his lifetime, apart from being aware of his existence.

The lieutenant didn’t raise his hand, he was analyzing something. Motionless, the achijes waited patiently for the signal.

“I am not forbidden to say so,” said the officer suddenly. “I don’t think you should die unconscious. Anyway, my words won’t matter in a moment.”

The enigmatic words aroused Kiret’s interest.

“You must be wondering why all this has happened,” the lieutenant continued. “How did so many people turn their backs on you as emperor? General Velkee Warfighter is responsible for the plot. A great asset in the implementation of the plan was your affliction as a resurrected - it was impossible to extract information from your brain, and Velkee made sure that Figam didn’t interfere with the matter with his new inventions. The general had been trying to remove you from power for many years, considering you a weak, indecisive emperor. The plan was born when, at the meeting of the Council of Five Dignitaries, you decided to let the Erces pseudo-refugees into the Zodiac Universum. Then came the snowball effect. There were more events, it was enough to constantly convince achijes that things were bad because of you. Nothing personal on the general’s part. Velkee is an idealist and conservative, he believed that he was better suited to rule than you. While you were on Earth, he organized people to bear false witness against you among the nation. A lie repeated a hundred times becomes the truth. Simple achijes believed in everything.

“But apparently not all of them.” Kiret stared into the lieutenant’s hazel eyes. He shook his head, shifted his gaze to the lush green lawn. “How could they ...”

“Velkee even convinced Forkis ... who has not been quite himself since his return, he behaves too impulsively.”

“After all, I could have left on my own!” Necron was furious. “I’ve been dreaming about this for a long time! I’ve never wanted power; I was just elected!”

“The general was sure that by assuming it, you would find yourself under his control, or he would have a clear influence on you, as he has now on Forkis. But that didn’t happen. I’m sorry, but apart from giving you information, there’s nothing I can do for you. We can’t let you go anymore.”

“Then you are his man, Lieutenant. One of those involved in the coup.”

“I wouldn’t call it a coup, sir.” He slowly raised his hand. “Aim...”

The achijes raised their Kalashnikovs. Kiret closed his eyes, ready for the final command. He contemplated the last beats of his heart. Shots followed. Too numerous for a firing squad of five. They also sounded different. Biffter cautiously opened his eyelids to witness the bodies with open chests, from which grotesquely protruded broken, bloody ribs, fall with a crunch of light armor to the ground. Lieutenant Some slumped last, with a mask of surprise on his face.

Kiret associated a similar weapon, but it didn’t leave a naked skeleton behind, but wreaked havoc in a specific area. But the sight was just as gruesome. The energy ammunition pierced the Kiritian biometal easily - the firing squad wasn’t wearing the new ultra-dhurnstal armor, recently developed by the science team.

From various parts of the garden, Necron began to descend Kandrok soldiers. He counted fourteen. None wore a head cover, so he could tell their characteristics: the avors’ faces were not human but had human appearance, they were mostly white-skinned like Rei’than and predominantly bald, their eyes’ color ranged from white to reddish - there was no pigment in the irises. It was impossible to tell whether they were wearing armor like Kiritians - which would have indicated their low rank as non-cyborgized - or a metal-integrated body.

When the Kandrok members became convinced that there were no other Kiritian around except for the firing squad and the condemned man, they began talking to each other. Necron didn’t understand a word.

Before he could propound a mission statement on what the enemy was doing on Atla and how they had gotten here undetected, he received a strong blow to the back of the head that made him unconscious right away.

***
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“Gahreka! Sarre. Why are you wasting resources?!” Brikor’tar, the commander of the pacification troops, with a midu rank, went out of the forest and passed through the garden gate. Wrapped around his neck was a silver leberiks which, as it was made of liquid diarduk, had taken the shape of a weasel that he had seen earlier in Atla. The furious midu pointed to the destroyed chest of the nearest achij, next to whom Necron had fallen unconscious. “It’s a varoth! They could be useful to us, they fit the pattern! Kabo Ka’valha has given orders to gather them all, and only then will they be segregated. Which heroko had them killed?”

“Nako Ortakin.” The two side avors immediately pointed to the superior who was in charge of their division in this part of Atla.

Brikor’tar, who was only a rank above nako, approached Ortakin and hit him in the face with a metal hand, causing his nose to bleed. Among avors, violence as a form of discipline was natural and therefore tolerated. The damaged body could be easily repaired afterwards anyway. As a rule, organic Kandrok members or weakly cyborgized showed calmer savvy than highly cyborgized ones or the Liberated, who tended to be aggressive due to stress turned into anger that came with tissue loss. The organic call syndrome was characteristic especially for the Liberated - these, despite the lack of blood and hormones, showed the behavior of the agitated bio. Brikor’tar, who by human standards would have had a rank close to corporal, drew inspiration from the Liberated. In addition, he didn’t like Ortakin with a pistachio-colored skin tone and a dark green streak of hair, for he was not a thoroughbred avor, but the result of a roundup among one of the subjugated species. Because he looked like an avor and matched the physiognomic pattern, he had gotten a neurocyte and been drafted into the army.

“Go and check out their demo.” Brikor’tar pointed to Kiritians’ devemer. “Alone,” he added when Ortakin was about to call his sides to deal with the matter.

“At will, ergrih.” Nako raised his right fist to shoulder height. He clenched his teeth only when he turned his back on Nako and walked away. It was the sides as avors for the dirtiest job that should have been searching the enemy’s demo, not him. This wasn’t the first time Brikor’tar had humiliated him in front of witnesses. He had used to be tolerable, but when his arm had been cyborgized and he had gotten the promotion, his head got swollen, even though he was still a heroko with no real power. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been made to walk through the bushes with them.

“And you? Couldn’t you hold back and wait for me to come?” Brikor’tar hurled abuse at the others, too. His leberiks jumped to the ground and approached motionless Kiret.

“But what were we supposed to do?” dared to ask one of the sides, whose forehead had been mutilated by a branch in the forest. Nako didn’t get angry this time.

“Did your gun break down? You could have used a different mode.”

Kandrok didn’t use thousands of weapon models like Kiritians. It had long since passed that stage. Each infantryman had one weapon, made partly of liquid diarduk, which could change as needed. However, it was a different technology than Nimja’s b’itol. Usually, the mode to be applied to the situation was decided by a commander.

Asked, the avor didn’t answer. The order had been given to them by Ortakin, and he had already learned his lesson. The subordinate didn’t want to bring him down even more.

“Why did you kill those, and this one only stun?” The midu asked.

“He’s a prisoner. Just look at him,” said another avor, smeared with mud.

Brikor’tar crouched beside his leberiks and turned the Kiritian onto his back. Astonished, he got up.

“Exactly,” said the wounded avor.

“Is this some bad joke? It can’t be their emperor. After all, he died on Earth!”

“The body has never been found. So has been the girl. Those who pursued them botched the job.

“I will see to it that they are punished,” the units’ leader muttered.

“Maybe he only resembles Kiritians’ Emperor, or he is a double?” suggested another avor.

“It’s his residence.” Nako Ortakin returned from examining the machine. He had done it superficially for Brikor’tar’s sake, to get back at him. Also, he’d seen a lot of enemy devemers before, and this one seemed just like the rest. Nor did he check the unobtrusive object that was the source of the porter - so no technology better than the one they used for the journey fell into the hands of Kandrok. “He requested to be brought here. I believe Kiritians wanted to get rid of him for some reason, and Matthew Rain, or whatever his real name is, asked that the execution is performed in a place to which he was emotionally attached. People tend to be nostalgic.”

“Which means we don’t have to hunt him anymore.” Brikor’tar tapped his fingers against his chin. He understood now why Ortakin had ordered to kill only the executioners, and spared Rain. He wasn’t stupid, he had done the reconnaissance earlier, but midu wasn’t going to praise him or give him his due. “His life has lost all its value.”

Kiret regained consciousness. Groaning, he tried to push himself up on his hands.

“Put him to sleep,” Brikor’tar ordered his leberiks via neurocyte.

The diarduk weasel extended its needle-like fangs and injected a tranquilizer into Biffter’s neck. The man immediately fell to the ground and went still.

“What are you going to do with this devoka member, ergrih?” asked the avor with the wound on his forehead.

“Conscript him into the army,” Brikor’tar replied flatly. “He knows how to lead; he has a very long experience in combat. Nako, take care of this.”

“Riv sokan,” Ortakin confirmed.

“I’m going to continue to check on the progress. How is the situation in general?”

“It went easily and quickly, like with the planet they call Earth. These here,” the muddy avor pointed to the dead, smiling, “didn’t even realize there was the invasion.”

***
[image: ]


The journey through the node was uneventful. Rei’than and Jenny fell out a few light-years from a blue-white star with a temperature of twenty-seven thousand degrees Celsius, around which nine dead planets orbited. Visually, nearby there was another star of a double system. As they approached it, the avor looked at it contentedly and completely at ease; Jenny had to cover her eyes with her hand.

“And you ruined everything,” Rei’than said seriously, though it was a joke. He put a filter on the canopy so the girl could see normally. He took a deep breath and smiled. “Finally ... free. And how are you feeling?”

“Good.” Jenny glanced at Tukum, who was sleeping in a different corner of the cockpit than last time, and, in feline fashion, was completely unconcerned about the emotional journey. “What happened to Darius?”

“The White, what happened to Darius? I mean the last seen P-2820 fighter.”

“I’m not detecting activity,” the AI ​​replied.

Rei’than threw his arm loosely over the headrest of his chair, turned to Sandstorm.

“See, Jenny? He’s not here. He has stayed on that side. We are alone.”

“He’s probably madded he didn’t make it,” she said quietly. “Why did we come here?”

“Because the nearest node opened here, we managed to luck into it according to the calculations. However, it’s not all that bad. Many years ago, I traveled with a fleet quite close.” Rei’than, studying the map of the White, tried to use words that the girl understood, although not fully reflecting the reality. “We’ll fly over there and I will make electronic noise. If Kandrok is still in this Galaxy or has detectors, it will definitely track me down. You call it Andromeda.”

Rei’than, in concert with the AI, soon sent a message in all directions about his presence on the enemy unit.

The following board days passed monotonously. Jenny, besides staring into the abyss of space, either slept in her reclining chair, or took advantage of the benefits of the semblance of gravity and the lack of perceptible load, and played with Tukum. She ate disgusting but filling condensed pilot rations from standard equipment - there had been no time to grab anything better to eat while escaping from Cargoo. Rei’than was terribly picky, but forced himself to swallow ‘human filth’, having no alternative. It was the worst with Tukum, who had to be fed enforcedly by opening her mouth, and she regurgitated the contents anyway, more ostentatiously than from the body’s need. Instead, she drank water, which they hadn’t lacked so far.

Jenny began to spend more and more time cuddled up to Rei’than, sitting on his lap, which effectively killed the depression. She could then watch the cosmos endlessly, silently, and being stroked.

After other days of free flight, Rei’than finally got the answer he had been waiting for. Avors were still in the Andromeda Galaxy, small in numbers and more logistically, while the main hunting-pacifying forces had spread out across the Milky Way, discovering inhabited planets on their own or by extracting information from the locals - the gerha had ordered Kandrok to intensify its activity in enemy territory. Rei’than was closest to a nearly depleted mine that one of Kandrok’s mining collectives had set up three Terrenic years earlier. It was located on a planet orbiting a local yellow dwarf. When, after finally confirming Rei’than’s identity, the mine supervisor determined that the avor presumed dead was alive, and had an inert form of the supervirus, he immediately gave him the contact to a planet named Nahun by Kandrok, where ships capable of flying directly to the Matrix of Asephor’ Cerotis were stationed. Xepo Thino’pai, Rei’than’s superior, was also there temporarily.

Nahun’s transfer planet-station indicated by the overseer was in the gravity of an orange supergiant in a triple system, marked on the White’s map as RSC 1228-4156-0-0-167. Specifically, it was its sixth globe the color of dried blood - the earlier ones had been burned by a giant fifteen times the mass of Earth’s sun. As they approached the landing site, worried, Jenny had the feeling that just during their stay on the planet, the ominous-looking star would turn into a supernova, which of course was impossible. The girl couldn’t decide what terrified her out of her wits more: the giant’s instability or the fact that she was about to find herself alone among Kandrok members. Rei’than helped her deal with the stress by pressing her back against him and wrapping his arms around her.

In the last dozen or so minutes of the journey, an honor escort was sent to the White, which Sandstorm initially took for meteorites with mounted drives - among Kandrok members, functionality was much higher than appearance. Industrial installations that had been temporarily erected on the rocky-desert planet similar to Cerotis in terms of conditions, however, looked much better. They were mainly in the form of tall, sloping cones or cylinders. Grouped together, the buildings were connected by stiles. They all looked repulsive and austere with their cinnamon, feldgrau, and iron colors. Each level was intensely lit, which came as no surprise to Jenny, who knew Kandrok’s obsession with light. And there was plenty of light: the orange supergiant hung in the sky above the colony like a harbinger of doom; the other two stars of the triple system looked like moons, but tens of times brighter.

As they descended to land, Jenny saw a multitude of robots and spaceships in full detail.

“What do the high-ranking avors do in a place like this?” She pointed to a battalion of war robots. Awake, Tukum sat down and rested her front paws against the canopy.

“They’re not avors, but just factory-made robots,” Rei’than explained, resting his chin on her shoulder. “The same type that was pacifying Morascrik. They are unaware of their existence, though they perfectly imitate a true avor of xepo rank, troh rank or higher. After you’ve been with us for a while, you’ll learn to tell the difference between machines and the Liberated. And if you got a neurocyte, you’d be able to do it right after installation.

Rei’than felt pressure on his gauntlet - Jenny clutched his hand, staring in horror and fascination at the colony’s growing buildings. He put his arm around her. During the journey, Sandstorm had lost her fear of Rei’than and even become very close to him, as he was gentle.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything,” he said as the White and its bodyguards landed, raised rusty sand into the air. “Here you are, this will solve the oxygen problem temporarily.”

When the girl slipped out of his embrace, he installed a small device with two tubes under her and Tukum’s noses, which he had made during the flight.

Jenny saw that Kandrok of the colony must indeed have been glad due to the lost umen’s return - though more likely it was the super-virus that brought him fame - for his xepo commander Thino’pai himself had come out to meet him in person.

Before leaving the fighter, Rei’than instructed the girl:

“Say nothing, look everyone bravely in the eye, but not defiantly - remember that you are only human, for Kandrok something worse. Don’t look down. You absolutely cannot show that you are afraid. We hate signs of submission and weakness, but don’t confuse it with respect and awareness of an avor’s place in the collectivity, which doesn’t concern you at all right now. Stay close to me, but don’t touch me, because these avors don’t know our relationship yet. Take Tukum with you, let them think it’s your leberiks, in this way they will look at you more favorably when they associate the element known to them.”

“I see.”

“Oh, and I hope you remember Thino’pai is the Liberated. Don’t mistake him for a robot. Try to focus as much attention on him as possible, pretend to be delighted.”

She nodded, from the impression and anxiety not being able to confirm with a word this time. She left the fighter’s board just after Rei’than, with Tukum resting on her shoulders like a fur scarf. Sandstorm’s body was instantly bombarded by the dry, excruciatingly hot air; the intense glare of many light sources, especially the star, made her eyes ache. Though the area was flat and barren, the only blast came from the constantly settling or taking off machines. It was harder for her to walk than moving around the White’s board.

Rei’than was filled with great joy when, after so long separation, he could finally see representatives of his own kind live, feel a bond with them again. He walked along the lane of avors directly towards the xepo. As instructed, Jenny stayed at his right side, slightly to the back. She drew all the looks on herself, most of them amazed and curious, but there were also those contemptuous, that the umen dared bring a man to this transfer station. She put all her will into an attempt not to shake.

Thino’pai turned out to be the powerfully built Liberated up close, with the menacing, majestic appearance of a heavy infantryman. He was at least two hundred and thirty centimeters tall, had his body armored, of the color of dark indigo, whose carmine elements crowning the components resembled an enemy’s gore. Sandstorm thought that the xepo would be able to knock her head off her neck with a light wave of his hand. Above his shoulder hovered his leberix in the form of a combat drone, which seemed to have the girl in its crosshairs. As they got closer, she noticed that Thino’pai had orange eyes.

Her companion stepped forward, made a greeting gesture, quickly raising his right fist to shoulder height. Thino’pai did the same, and both lowered their hands simultaneously.

“Umen Rei’than.” Sandstorm heard her comrade’s name for the first time, spoken by the xepo’s lips, with the correct hard accent.

“Xepo Thino’pai.” Rei’than bowed his head briefly with respect.

And that was the end of the words the girl understood.

She was surprised when Thino’pai put his arm around his subordinate like a father around his son, and Rei responded with the same. Such behavior, identical to that of humans, she hadn’t expected to see in such a cruel species. But on the other hand, she’d never had the chance to observe the relationship between avors. Perhaps it was just a gesture appropriate for greeting, not a sign of affection.

“I’m so glad you survived.” The commander moved away. “I’m sorry about umen Ly. You’ll have to tell me everything in detail, because it will surely be,” he assessed his Kiritian armor, “an intriguing story. But first things first.”

The umen smiled knowingly. He took the super virus capsules from the compartment at his thigh and held them up proudly.

The avors around started cheering.

“Well done, brother.” After sincerely congratulating him, Thino’pai collected the valuable prize. “Secure it.” He carefully handed the capsules to a medic standing nearby, then turned again to Rei’than, “You have served avors well even in captivity. You will be generously rewarded.”

“All for the Lightbringer, my collectivity, and the entire supercollectivity.” Rei’than bowed his head again, spreading his arms.

“Come, you deserve a rest after your journey, although short: soon we will fly together to the Matrix. But first, you will pass on to me all the knowledge you have accumulated during your captivity. And you will explain”, Thino’pai turned his face towards Jenny and twisted it, “who is the devoka member you brought here. Because I don’t think you dragged her as kunhikar material?”

Jenny tried not to shiver as the Liberated at least four times her weight stood in front of her and appraised her with a reluctant eye. Tukum hissed at the drone that flew too close to her.

“You’re not wrong, dear xepo,” Rei said quickly. “She’s not a devoka member like the others. The girl did me many favors: freed me, saved my life, helped me get the pathogen and escape.” He smiled cheekily. “That’s why I want her to be my wahirika.”

A few of the avors nodded appreciatively, a few were astonished. In the last category was Thino’pai who said with slight amusement:

“Incredible. And of course, she knows it, agreeing voluntarily?”

Rei’than approached the commander so that their faces were close together. He lowered his voice.

“No one looks around these things better than you, my lord. But I will keep my wahirika.”

Jenny didn’t know what Rei’than had told him, but whatever it was, it made the Liberated gloom for a moment, and his eyes seemed to fade. In an alive person, recalling an unpleasant memory might look like this. Thino’pai was also alive, but in a way Sandstorm couldn’t understand.

“Even a reasonable idea,” replied Thino’pai. “At least no one will kill her. So be it: the girl is yours. She will remain untouchable. But you have to watch her. If she does something stupid, it is you who will suffer the consequences.”

“Thank you.” The umen stepped back.

“Then convey me the whole story.”

At xepo’s nod, one of the robots approached the girl and grabbed her arm painlessly, though so that she would have had no chance to get away. Trying not to show her panic, she looked at Rei’than, who nodded reassuringly to her, telling her to simply do what was required of her.

The umen greeted a few of his familiar avors, which consisted in the ‘twin neurocyte’ gesture, which was brief foreheads touching. He engaged in a short, hearty chat.

Soon Thino’pai ordered him to follow him, also the robot moved, guiding Jenny, who had been constantly squinting since leaving the White. Tukum handled the brightness of her surroundings better, having black rims of short fur around her eyes, a genetic adaptation of her ancestors to life on Chulimal’s equator, where K’ajolom had shone intensely.

“She has trouble seeing, she’s human after all,” Rei’than said. Jenny had saved Rei’than as well as been his wahirika, so she had taken on a certain importance despite her origin.

Thino’pai gave command to his drone via the neurocyte, which disappeared for a moment and arrived with goggles for Jenny as the group entered one of the buildings.

The girl guessed that there must have been equivalents of officers in it, because avors she passed in the corridors were more machines than organic beings. Jenny was a sensation here as well, though the Kandrok members guessed that she must have been needed by Thino’pai if he kept her at him. However, it was not without derisive comments and contemptuous looks. At least one thing gave her cause for relief - she didn’t understand a word.

The brightly lit surroundings seemed tolerable in the goggles. And there were plenty of lights, as well as curved, sloping or reflective surfaces that enhanced their exposure. Through the transparent collectors, flowed bright energy. In relation to the architecture of the Immortals, the girl could describe the Kandrokian one as ascetic, austere, crude and unreal - it was probably a good word. She sensed no scents, only warmth on her skin. The corridors, depending on the area, had various cross-sectional shapes. The hall into which Thino’pai finally led them was triangular with concave or convex walls, as if some immense pressure-manipulating force had alternately sucked air out of the area and overfilled it with it.

They crossed the threshold of a polyhedron-shaped room, at the entrance of which, like in humans, two guards with the rank of nako stood by regulations. The walls consisted of beady elements, whose texture reminded the eye of an insect. In the middle, there was a block that served as a table, seats had been arranged around it. A wide oval window showed the star-rich eastern night sky of Nahun. Such an amount of visible celestial bodies seemed an interesting phenomenon, especially since the orange-colored sky was relatively bright due to the supergiant trionary system. Jenny concluded that the visible stars must have been of great brightness and big mass. What she observed matched long-established Kardashov’s scale - Kandrok was unafraid of numerous large stars in its vicinity, and apparently knew how to use their energy.

Watched by the robot, Sandstorm expected Thino’pai and Rei’than to start talking to each other. However, they faced each other and the transfer of information took place in silence between the neurocytes. “They didn’t ‘discuss’ like that at the White, which might be related to some form of rules,” she concluded. It also occurred to her that avors, which hadn’t psionic abilities unlike Onkalots and Nimja, had created the perfect, artificial equivalent for communication and environmental control in the case of the higher-ranking Kandrok members.

The transfer took place quickly. The xepo looked at Jenny in surprise, then laughed.

“Perfect, then approved,” he said, clearly pleased. The girl relaxed slightly as the robot finally released her. Thino’pai’s drone flew to the window, the xepo also went there. He folded his arms across his chest as he surveyed the planet’s landscape. “So devoka has a main base on a planet called Cargoo. I thought we’d deal with them in a huva, two at most, but thanks to your nasty adventure, out of which you came victorious, Rei’than, we’ll shorten that time many times. And we’ll take the girl to the Matrix. She’s a telepath, so whatever your plans for her, the gerha will want to see her anyway.”

“Of course,” Rei’than replied with apparent humility. Unlike his commander, who was satisfied with obtaining the super virus, he was not satisfied with the turn of the latter. He feared that Jenny would end up the same as Thino’pai’s wahirika that had been taken from him by the gerha, which was taboo in a way. However, unlike the xepo, Rei’than had a strong argument giving him additional prerogatives - he had obtained the scheme of the only weapon with which Kiritians could do much harm to Kandrok.

Thino’pai turned to the leberiks chirping above his ear and looked sharply at it, receiving the transmission, then surveyed the area more closely outside the window.

“There’s no one there, you must be confused,” he said.

“Any problem, xepo?” Rei’than asked politely.

“Everything’s all right. Now make yourself comfortable and rest as much as you deserve. One of the sides will show you the dwelling. Don’t get too used to it, though, as we’ll be leaving for the Matrix soon.”
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Kandrok’s dwelling differed in every square centimeter from human rooms created for comfort and ergonomics, where there were a lot of objects, furniture and devices. The trapezoidal room that had been intended for Rei’than had plenty of free space, a high ceiling, and everything but the floor seemed to be made of millions of dark turquoise-blue frosted crystals (for lack of a name for this creation of alien technology, Jenny decided to call it so) adapted to the manipulation of light. As they entered, blue and amaranth were the dominant colors; it resembled a bit the bioluminescence of the creatures on the walls of some Chulimalian caves. The warm ground had been lined with a texture resembling the surface of Jupiter in the Old Zone. The bulges and protrusions present in the dwelling could serve various functions, for example, a control panel, a seat or a bed.

Tukum jumped off the girl’s shoulder and stepped on a dark green formation resilient at the top, similar to a mossy tree trunk cut off at the base.

“It’s not for sleeping,” Rei’than commented as Jenny settled herself on her back next to the Onkalotian girl. “Only for a moment’s rest. To relieve the joints and straighten the bones,” he added jokingly.

“So where do you sleep?”

“Totally immersed in kybro. It is a container with a semi-organic fluid that is used not only to calm the consciousness, but also regenerates micro-injuries. It can heal larger wounds as well, so it’s also an entry-level med bay. Cyborgs have an additional metal-preserving goo let.”

Jenny thought of Thino’pai.

“What about the Liberated? Do they sleep at all?”

“They turn off. It’s their dream form.”

Curious, the girl sat down and started looking around the room.

“And where do you have that kybro?”

“It’s not in this room, we’re here for a while. I will allow myself to rest only on a longer flight.”

“Do you use any quilts, pillows or something like that?”

Rei’than smiled half-arsed.

“Nothing of a sort.”

Jenny slipped off her goggles and immediately narrowed her eyes.

“It’s too bright. Would it be possible to ...” Before she finished, the light had acquired a relaxing, even romantic intensity, perfect for evenings after a hard day’s work. She also felt the change in the composition of the air, because it immediately got easier for her to breathe. “How did you do that?”

Rei’than tapped his forehead. “Right, the neurocyte,” she reminded.

She sat on the edge of the object. Sighed deeply.

“I can’t believe I’m here ... What’s next? What did you talk to Thino’pai about?”

The avor sat down next to her, put his hand on her shoulders.

“We need to transfer the super virus to the Matrix as soon as possible, we will be flying there shortly. As for you, Thino’pai was amused by our relationship, so he laughed. I will try to protect you, after what I have done, I will surely get promoted, then no one will dare to oppose me in your case.”

Jenny slid out from under Rei’than’s arm and walked over to a window similar to the one in the xepo’s room.

“And how do you like our place, lumuta? She flinched as the avor walked over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders from the back.

“Honestly?”

“Uh huh.”

He pressed his head against her right ear. “Say the view is nice.”

“It’s all a bit ... repulsive. Different for me. Sad, raw, empty, scary. I mean buildings and surroundings. There are no plants or animals here at all. Living creatures have replaced machines for you. And it’s damn bright and too hot.”

“Matter of habit. For me, on the other hand, it’s too busy and too loud in your place. Everywhere something flies, crawls, swims, I mean the planets you inhabit. You love pluralism. But our present will one day become your future. What happened to us will happen to you. First, you will no longer need plants, then the time will come for animals. Unless we annihilate you first. I’ve seen these many times in different species.”

“There are no us anymore, Rei’than. It’s only me. I’ve left them. I’m nobody.” She unconsciously began to caress his hand with her fingers. “A traitor. An outcast. Outsider. Even if I came back, they wouldn’t forgive me.” She turned to him. “Because I chose you. Please give me some confirmation that I haven’t sacrificed myself and my old life in vain.”

Rei’than touched her cheek, then kissed Jenny briefly on the lips. “I’ll do anything to make it only get better.”

Jenny still amused him, but he was indeed starting to like her more and more - even to desire her as something innocent, gentle and untainted by the evil of war, silly because of its perpetual isolation. Desire in avors was rare, especially for someone of a different species, though visually almost the same. Perhaps he was curious about what it felt like to be close to a human and he would have liked to try it. In the captivity of Kiritians, guarded by the young achijes, he had heard in their private, frivolous conversations how things had gone in their place. Thanks to this, he now knew more or less how to approach Jenny and behave at her. Besides, the copulatory behaviors of avors and humans were similar to each other.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered.

He pressed his forehead to hers.

“You’ve gotten of something,” he replied with amusement. “You are in another galaxy, among completely alien beings who are not friendly to your kind. And soon you will find yourself in the even scarier place.”

Her snort turned into a giggle. Rei’than laughed too, drawing his head back.

“You can assure a woman. Nicely.”

“We should both relax. Finally know duly.”

She looked into his eyes as he started to play with her hair.

They were finally safe. They could at last take a deep breath and rest after the breakneck escape. She really should have taken advantage of the moment, relaxed, and given up worrying about the future beforehand.

She focused on Rei’than. She needed him to survive in his reality. Now she fully understood, in this place so different and remote from
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