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You're going to fight

With that pathetic body

Brittle biometal

Which won't stop a shot

Better become our servant

Before you finally run foul of the better



Diarduk over the tissue

Moss over the organics

What is broken you can fix it

What is lost - you will regain it soon

Kunhikar means eternity

Time won't cut our hearts

We are kings among species

Executioners and gentlemen for centuries

Connected by the upper collectivity.



Kandrok War Song
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The year 2955
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During the first days in K'otz'ib'aja, Alejandro Cortez was most afraid of losing his job in a team of qualified geneticists. The causes of anxiety were typical of most young people starting their serious careers: that despite his best effort, he would trip up and bungle the job, or become a victim of the intrigue of a colleague who disliked him. There was also an immortal like the Kiritians, though unwritten, Murphy's law, assuming that when a man finally succeeds in something and it revives a glimmer of hope in them, it will immediately take a nosedive. For Cortez, it would mean a return to unemployment, or so he believed. In the Kiritian nation, it was said that every citizen was needed and worked in a profession suited to their psychophysical characteristics, but for Cortez, originally from the low social class of the planet Calvary (known as the Land of the Gangsters), it was hard to believe at first. He remembered all too well the words of the Oderses, persons who weren't Kiritians, who had said a lot of negative things about them.

From the University of Genetics and Bioengineering on Mars, Andro graduated with honors. He even received a scholarship, but as a graduate, for many years he couldn't find a job related to the field of study. He took regrettable jobs just to have a handful of uinals to live on. He didn't understand why this was happening. He met all the recruitment requirements for the positions he applied for. However, the attempt to start a career always followed a fixed pattern: Andro wasted time and funds on interplanetary travels and live talks, then waited weeks for the promised contact with the employer, which never happened. "Thank you for the conversation, we will contact you after we interview the rest of the candidates, no matter we want to hire you or not." Apparently, recruitment processes had been the same for millennia - they lacked logic and respect for job seekers.

In the end, however, there had to be a mathematical counterbalance in the form of due success. And a great one! For the position offered to Cortez, any Oder was secretly ready to kill, but only the chosen ones with certain qualities were honored with a complete change in their lives.

And Andro had these qualities.

He couldn't snap out of shock for a long time after he learned that he had been admitted to the medical sector in the capital of the Immortals itself. It was like getting to the summit of Olympus Mons when you have walked your whole life over the hills the height of a house. You have climbed low peaks only to stumble and shamefully roll off the slope every time. And suddenly you got something like this! Applying for a job with the Kiritians, Andro found getting it less likely than seeing a frozen star. He even laughed at himself for having a good sense of humor trying to get into such a league. And here you are - life can surprise you. Forkis himself hired him on the top science team at the Zodiac Universum, while mediocre eggheads from mediocre planets had refused his candidacy. There could be no mistake. The First Galactic Dignitary was familiar with humans because, as a telepath, he could read minds. Some believed that his gaze pierced the soul. Otherwise, he wouldn't have created the homogeneous society and raised the Kiritian to the pinnacle of power. Forkis, in the course of group or individual recruitment, accepted people who were utterly devoted and loyal, and sent away anyone who raised even a shadow of doubts in him. The latter sometimes didn't return home, but in unexplained circumstances disappeared somewhere in the cold, empty depths of space. Therefore, a few decades after Forkis came to power, no spy or traitor applied for a position with the Immortals.

Like any new member of the Kiritian community, Alejandro had the right to choose when he wanted to become infected with the super virus. He didn't have to make a decision hastily; he could do it in a week or two decades. So his thoughts were completely absorbed by the aspect of acclimatization to the new environment.

Kiritians ...

He would be working among the Kiritians on the planet Morascrik!

And recently he had been worried about with what he would pay the bills. With a little embarrassment, he realized that the morality of the Immortals was irrelevant to him. Rather, they weren't monsters that rebels incapable of catching up with them militarily and socially, believed them to be. There was no tagging among Kiritians, an achij as an individual was as important as a battalion, because any unit could induce the butterfly effect. How differently they were presented by Oderses, which had nothing to do with them, driven by the propaganda of beaten rebels.

Working in a new job exceeded all expectations of the young geneticist: the latest technology, no environmental factors harmful to health, convenient working hours, trouble-free breaks, meals tailored to the biological and cultural needs of the consumer, advanced healthcare, nice company. A private apartment.

The idyll couldn't, however, last forever.

One morning, Cortez was surprised to find out that damned Sariel Jelinek also worked in the same building. He hadn't seen him before, because Sariel had temporarily been in the other hemisphere. Before the colonization of the planets, one could have said, "it's a small world", but the aphorism could have been successfully applied to the Zodiac Universum. Fawn (as he nicknamed him) had become Cortez's number one enemy during his studies on Mars, and the igniting spark that had set fire to the electrified space between them was Marianna, the former object of their sighs, now Jelinek's wife. He had also hated Sariel for receiving a scholarship three times his own, not for honest work, but for ass-licking and cheating. The icing on the cake of humiliation was a fight in a bar on the orbital station, where Sariel had knocked out Alejandro. His pride had been hurt, his ego had deteriorated, but Cortez had consoled himself with the thought that after completing his studies, he most likely wouldn't see him again.

However, it came out as usual.

Cortez worked in the genetics department of K'otz'ib'aja, Sariel had had a first aid medicaments room under the auspices for several months. In practice, this meant that they could see each other in the corridor several times a day. They happened to exchange a few sentences with each other. The first conversation developed as a result of the mature people's surprise that their paths had crossed again, and there were no juvenile episodes. The second ended in an argument and it concerned Marianna. In the third, Sariel accused Andro of stealing a box of bionanites from a medical emergency room. Days passed and it wasn't found. Cortez became the prime suspect, because only him was seen near the container at the unlucky hour. The Kiritians didn't use monitoring or any other form of surveillance of their own citizens because of complete trust. The method worked, there were rarely minor incidents like that now with Andro, who couldn't prove his innocence, and so far, no one wanted to use the truth serum. Informing Forkis was completely out of the question.

"On the other hand, the lack of vision is conducive to revenge," Andro thought as he sipped his fourth beer in the canteen. He smiled at the heavenly liquid at the bottom of the mug. If he played everything out well, he would take Jelinek down for good.

Every Kiritian had access to tall first aid buildings. Andro knew one of these objects very well, connected with the research institution where he worked. More than once, he used it when he needed something for a hangover, bionanites or molecular glue to instantly close minor wounds. That is why he knew where, when and how many employees he could meet.

There should have been three people in the sector that night, each on a different level. After leaving the canteen at a slow pace and tweaking the plan, Cortez entered the science section building and walked down the maze of darkened corridors towards the room where Sariel worked during the day. The Kiritians hadn't fought any war in decades and were rarely sick, so there was a slim chance that someone would suddenly come in for help. A level warden, Andro didn't notice either. He supposed that, to pass the night, he had gone to the other floor to chat with his friend.

His idea was infantile, but in a state of intoxication, it seemed funny: he would swap around some medications, but within reason, so as not to harm anyone. That should have been enough for Sariel to be punished.

He entered the medical room when a transparent, automatically sliding door opened. The temperature difference between the warmer hallway and the cool office, coupled with the alcohol in his blood, the smells of drugs and chemicals made him dizzy. Leaning against the wall, he stared at trauma capsules, shelves full of specifics, egg-shaped refrigerators, vials immersed in tanks and cupboards marked with symbols.

"Hi, pretty girls." Having moved to the armored glass case, he grinned at dhurnsteel bottles shrouded in misty gas. He noticed that many preparations looked the same, and that their belonging to a given class was determined by an incomprehensible order, not by code or label.

He set to 'work'. He opened the door, emptied the containers and exchanged their contents. Having dealt with the cupboard, he crouched down and moved on to the next one. A burp took the sardonic smile off his face.

"You'll be in for it, Fawn. There is not enough space here for both of us."

He didn't notice an arm of a disabled robot and as he stood up, he slammed his shoulder against the gripper. He panicked, thinking he had collided with someone who had silently approached him from behind. He lost his balance and fell to the floor along with the machine, knocking over several cylindrical containers. Their contents covered him like a swarm of white worms. Cortez closed his eyes, grimaced, and curled up like an embryo, waiting out the metallic clamor as if the entire building had been collapsing on his head. When all fell silent, he tried to get up, but put his foot on a rolling object and chucked himself down.

He lay beside the robot for a moment, sprawled like a marionette with cut strings, and groaned, sore.

"Connor's ass ..." His head started throbbing exactly like it would in the morning due to hangover, unless he took something to remove the alcohol from his blood.

Finally, he got up. He froze as he listened.

Seconds full of tension passed. He exhaled the air accumulated in his lungs. He was very lucky that no one heard the noise - or someone was yet to come here. So, there was little time.

He looked at his handiwork and wrung his hands.

"Just lovely."

Having put the robot to its feet arduously, he knelt and began to anyhow load the capsules into the containers by handful, so as to quickly bring the room back to its - roughly - original state. Every now and then he looked nervously towards the door.

"Gne... um... orium B1, gneumorium B2, protoson F4, inhibi... spermato A2. Andro read the few markings on the containers. "What the hell is that? Not my level of initiation. Spermato... is it sperm? In the first aid section? Hey, I don't think it's Fawn's office. Damn it ... shit ... all the cubbyholes around look the same ..."

Despite his numbness, he felt more and more nervous. He was a young geneticist, not a first aid doctor, had just started working with the Immortals, so he didn't know three-quarters of the medications in the room. What consequences would he experience if he had destroyed something expensive and rare? Kiritians were famous for good health due to immediate medical assistance and easy elimination of all cataloged diseases, but sometimes it might have meant that a patient constantly took a drug. What if he had just deprived someone of a drug that had taken a long time to produce?

Arranging the last containers with trembling hands, he heard the characteristic clatter of military boots down the corridor. Two people had a nervous dialogue, the meaning of the words was suppressed by still a considerable distance.

Going on all fours, Cortez climbed behind crates from the last shipment, set in the darkened corner. He could feel his heart beating loud and hard like an alarm siren; noises from his chest could have drawn the Kiritians straight to his makeshift hiding place. At least the office didn't look as if after a vial battle anymore.

The door opened with a soft clash. Someone walked heavily inside.

"I don't understand what these secrets are for, Fork," said a slightly irritated male voice. 

Fork ...

Andro paled as if he had been about to pass out. Icy sweat appeared on his forehead and back, and heat overwhelmed the rest of his body, as if the blood had turned to boiling water, creating a sobering mixture. Only one person's name in K'otz'ibaja started with 'Fork'. Xajb'a Kej. Forkis. Emperor. First Galactic Dignitary. "You've gotten in big trouble, you drunk idiot," he thought in panic as he struggled with his breath to maintain a void silence.

His assumptions were confirmed when he heard an answer in a characteristic baritone:

"How many times do I have to say there's nothing to talk about, Necron?"

Forkis and Kiret 'Necron' Biffter. Kiritian Number One and Kiritian Number Two. The boss and his deputy. Usurper and lictor, but friends at the same time. It couldn't be worse! By a cough that didn't sound like Forkis' or Necron's, Cortez could tell that there was another person in the room, possibly a level medic.

"It's not a crime that predators are kept in the apartment," said Kiret wittily. Jokes weren't his forte, and if anyone laughed at them, it was just out of courtesy. "If you only knew, boss, what people can smuggle." He laughed to lighten the situation, and when that didn't work, he added seriously, "I just don't get it. You got scratched by the stupid furball, and you panic as if it was infected with some new virus that will wipe out all Morascrik overnight. There is currently no pathogen in the Zodiac Universum that the Kiritians couldn't deal with in an hour."

Forkis sighed nervously.

"I already told you I don't have any cat! Give me a break at last, man!"

"So where did this come from? Did you scratch yourself? Forgive me, but I've been alive for hundreds of years, and I think I can recognize claw wounds."

"Great, but why the heavy stars are you prompting?" Forkis snapped.

"Well, as you want, I'm shutting up now," Biffter said peaceably. His light armor clanked as he raised his arms, parodying a gesture of surrender.

"Someone's messed up quite a bit, nothing is evenly aligned," the medic muttered. "I will talk in the morning with an achij working on the last shift."

Andro heard a disturbing noise - rummaging in one of the ill-fated ampoule cylinders. Until now, he had been staring at the number of the nearest box, with his face pressed against it, and relying on his hearing, so he couldn't see a puronax cover to the right. As his aching neck forced him to turn his head, he saw the reflection of Biffter, Forkis, and the level medic injecting something into the Emperor's arm pulled out of the bracer.

"Last time when I was given gneumorium bionanites, it was prickling like injecting acid. Now I don't feel anything," commented Forkis.

"You have an exceptionally strong body," the medic pointed out. "I'm betting on cellular memory. I have already had cases where people who have been given regenerative nanites several times have finally stopped feeling the effects of letting them into the bloodstream. In any case, the wound will heal faster than with molecular glue. Personally, I prefer nanobots to stem cell modifier slime.

"Thank you." Forkis stood up and rubbed the slightly stinging injection site. He put on the bracer and turned to Kiret, "Satisfied? Let's go to your questioning before Gareth torments the prisoner to death."

The men exchanged a few more sentences and left soon. Motionless, Andro felt as if he hadn't been breathing the entire time they had been in the room. His lungs stung, his skull hummed, but at least a blissful silence returned. He realized with concern how lucky he was. If he had been discovered, the emperor would have read his thoughts; the finale of the idiot idea would have been obvious.

He waited a moment to be sure he was indeed alone upstairs, then hurried out of the apartment.

Returning to his dwelling, he prayed that his prank wouldn't endanger Forkis' health.
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I. Surprising request from Necron
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The year 2957

––––––––
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The fragrant tropical air of the planet Chulimal, renamed H14 by humans, had always soothed Q'ualel's nostrils. He associated it with the home, bright past and beneficial influence of forgotten gods. Now, also with stability, although almost everything he loved had been taken by the hands of the first colonists soaked in the blood of the Onkalots. Although his only friend Forkis had died in a terrorist attack many months earlier, in Q'ualel's life returned peace; similar blissfulness covered the entire Zodiac Universum. Aggro didn't wish Forkis death. He wanted him to withdraw from the century-long vengeance, and not to be killed by the bomb by the rebel Beliar Drunkenstein. "At least Forkis has experienced eternal rest," he thought, savoring the rays of the K'ajolom star approaching the zenith, stroking his jaguar fur through the thick tree crowns.

He waited patiently for a cowak with the bow ready to shoot; his paw didn't quiver even on the string. Resembling a cross between an okapi and a farmed cow, the animal had extremely sensitive hearing. John Schindler, to whom Aggro returned after Forkis' death, might have given him a... Kalashnikov, but he preferred to hunt like his ancestors: using primitive tools and neurotoxins, sometimes the body itself. These were methods that were ritualistic in a way, and more exciting than killing with a human weapon shot with 100% accuracy.

A fat, horned animal with striped limbs walked lazily into a small clearing near the pool. It stopped, raised the head, perked up its ears, then bent down to drink the water. Hidden on the windward side, the humanoid jaguar moved its bow noiselessly, the point now aimed under the animal's shoulder, where the heart was beating.

Before Aggro could release the arrow, a machine's monumental silhouette emerged from its stealth mode. Anti-gravity thrust drives put forward shook the entire jungle. Blown away fragments of plants fell on the hunter and his would-be prey.

"By all the gods," commented the Onkalot.

The cowak started to run away surprisingly quickly considering its weight and short paws. Soon it disappeared from view, sinking into the green thicket. The Kiritian ship that significantly decelerated, was headed towards Schindler's farm.

Concerned, Q'ualel was several kilometers away from the jungle, dropped his bow and began racing towards the farm.

***
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Aggro reached the hill at the edge of the forest that overlooked several hectares of Schindler lands. Leaning on a tree fern to catch his breath, he looked at the underbelly of the corvette black like obsidian. Undoubtedly, the ship was Kiritian - only the hulls of the Immortal units weren't marked, which was supposed to make it difficult for enemies to define the hierarchy of the machines during battles.

The corvette settled down, causing severe swirls of heavy hot air. Many of the trees were turned into splinters because, at a hundred meters in length, it didn't fit in the area John used for the agricultural transporter landing site.

By the time Aggro made his way to the nose, the crew had time to step out from the opposite side of the corvette. Several Kiritians stood near the open airlock. One of them had a fragmentary helmet slid down above his neck - the man's baldness at once struck the eye - and he was talking to Schindler, holding an energy rifle with the barrel lowered to the ground. It looked comical. Like any sane farmer in the wilderness, John did not go out to strangers with his bare hands, but the weapon with the power of a hoe directed against the star was unlikely to impress the Immortals. Behind the host's back, his son Darius was wandering as barefoot over hot coals; Eredal and his mother stood on the terrace and anxiously waited for the further course of events. Previous concerns left the Kiritian. The behavior of the Kiritians showed no ill intentions, but it was still hard to guess why they had come here.

"Aggro!" Eredal started heading towards the humanoid jaguar. Her exclamation attracted everyone's attention. She cuddled in his fur. Q'ualel could feel the intense pounding of her heart clearly, and even more strongly the magnolia scent of her hair washed with homemade shampoo.

"What's happening?" He asked.

The girl withdrew her hands.

"I thought you would tell me this. The First Galactic Dignitary has come to you. He's the bald guy," she added with pious fear. There was indeed Kiret 'Necron' Biffter by the corvette's ramp, which Aggro hadn't associated before, too confused to pay attention to the details of the newcomers' appearance. In addition, he didn't remember well the face of the new emperor, wearing unmarked armor like everyone else. It was undoubtedly weird that the highest head of the Immortals had taken the trouble and flown to Chulimal. Apparently, Necron, just like Xajb'a Kej, preferred to settle some matters personally, rather than send his subordinates. It also reflected well on him that he had no hesitation in dealing with the lower social strata, as now talking freely with the Schindlers.

"Q'ualel," said Kiret, smiling slightly. They greeted each other, squeezing each other's forearms as Aggro approached. "Good to see you again."

"Same to you, First Galactic Dignitary. Although I must admit that you have surprised me with this visit, not to say - you've terrified me."

Kiret grew serious.

"I'd like to talk privately."

If the Schindlers had been visited by someone with less prerogatives, Aggro would have insisted on talking in front of the foster, apolitical family, because he had no secrets from them. However, the highest head in the universes was at stake, and the serious expression on the man's face made it clear that he would have rather argued without witnesses. The Onkalot looked back at John. The latter shrugged and headed for the house.

"Kids, come on. Let the gentlemen talk," he called.

Eredal executed her father's command, but only when Aggro nodded his head reassuringly. Worse was the case with twelve-year-old Darius, who, apart from a few commercial forays to orbital bazaars, had spent his whole life on the farm and its surroundings.

"You promised me I would see the ship!" He protested, looking longingly at the magnificent machine and the awesome achijes' armors.

"To be precise, this is a naval craft, not a ship," Kiret corrected brightly. "It has a combat character, but I understand that it is difficult for Oderses to distinguish one from the other, because many of our ships also have combat equipment, just like combat transporters."

"I didn't promise anything like that," the farmer growled. "Stir your stumps, Darius, and run along home! Don't get involved in matters that defeat us, ordinary people."

"It won't be a problem," replied the Emperor. "Let the young one take a look, since he had an opportunity."

"Can I really?" Darius' eyes almost fell out of his skull, he goggled them so much.

"No!" The father growled.

"Sure," Biffter chuckled.

"Sweetheart?" John tried to find support from his wife standing on the terrace. "If it is safe and it really doesn't cause a problem, then why not," she dotted the i's and crossed the t's. "Mr. Biffter is right: this may be the only chance for Darius to see a Kiritian corvette from inside."

Eredal smiled, seeing her brother's simulated dance of joy and her father's expression full of amazement; the corner of Aggroteh's lips moved up as well.

"I knew, darling, I could count on you," John ground out. "Go, snot." He wanted to push his son, but didn't manage to touch him, because the rapturous boy rushed like fired from a cannon.

"I'll accompany the turd, sir," said at Biffter's ear, grinning Corporal Tsar Seymour, one of achijes traveling with him. He soon disappeared into the hangar with the boy.

"Let's go that way," Aggro suggested to Kiret. "Unless I'm also supposed to board the ship."

"After all these hours of travel, I'm eager to breathe fresh Chulimal air," replied Necron. "My legs will get a little rest with your weaker gravity. The engine-room operator had created too much mass for the corvette from atoplaxal particles."

"So, I invite you to the vantage point, it's not far away." They walked slowly down a hard-packed road between the rectangles of the fields, then followed a path meandering through the tropical vegetation. Kiret looked up at the darkening sky to see the partial eclipse of K'ajolom, called the Parent in Onkalotian; the small rocky planet was just flowing between Chulimal and the life-giving star. The barely visible sickle of one of H14's two moons appeared to the east. The air was filled with the pleasant scent of fresh peat and purple flowers, with names unknown to Biffter, blooming in the fringes of the jungle. He inhaled too deeply and felt dizzy, took a sharp step.

"All right, sir?" Aggro grabbed his arm.

"Don't 'sir' me, you were Forkis' friend," Kiret said with a smile. "You have a different gravity than we do on Morascrik, more oxygen as well. In our place, you can still feel sulfur due to seismic activity and volcanoes. I'm used to such air and now I have to switch to H14 conditions. However, they are not so drastic for my body that I have to wear a breathing mask. Besides, we won't stay here for long."

"Can we talk more informally?"

"That's what I'm counting on. Ask what you want, Aggro."

"How are you doing after assuming power? How is Anna Sandstorm?" It didn't escape his notice that there was a fleeting confusion in Kiret's face and eyes. The Emperor thought before he replied:

"I'm coping somehow. Sandstorm is healthy, still on the Council of Five. She wanted to come here instead of me, I persuaded her for a long time to stay in K'otz'ib'aja, because the task must be approached ... less emotionally. I'll explain everything to you in a moment. Tell me, are you interested in the political situation at the Zodiac Universum, or you have decided to return to the calm life in ignorance?"

"I'm interested in politics only so much to know if Chulimal is in any danger. Unlike Forkis, I'm the type of Onkalot who appreciates peace. Why are you asking me about these things? I noticed your consternation when I asked about the widow Sandstorm."

They came to a stone gazebo entwined with vegetation, raised in front of a cliff's edge. The resting was protected from the heat of K'ajolom by a shed with an octagonal roof. An additional shadow was provided by a cluster of slanted palm trees. Behind a railing there was a view of the jungle carpet, bounded on the east by a wall of high rocks, and on the west by a river of turquoise color.

Kiret tapped his gloved fingers on lanterns that were inactive during the day, then turned his back to Aggroteh and leaned against the railing. He stared for a moment at the canopy of distant trees and listened to the screams of the birds before speaking:

"Kiritians are known for their truthfulness, so I will tell you clearly and simply what the case looks like. You are a politically and socially neutral person, so you won't do anything with the information you are about to hear, and you must hear it if you want to understand the meaning of our intentions. It's bad." Necron turned around and directed his worried face towards the interlocutor. "The Kiritian army is falling apart before my eyes. Forkis had big possibilities, carrying a living artifact of the Ancient Onkalots, or whatever they were called, whose technology is still incomprehensible to us. He also had telepathy familiar to you. Thanks to this, for centuries there were no traitors among the Immortals, and each of our achijes was one hundred percent honest, fearing rejection and even the death penalty. However, it wasn't fear that held society together, but more the cult and splendor of the individual. The Kiritians are humans, however, and every human has insubordination in their genes that comes to the fore when not controlled enough." He crumbled a piece of bark. "Sometimes it is enough to loosen the noose around the neck and even the most perfect system starts to fall apart like a dry sandcastle. Heavy star, I'm starting to talk like a dictator." He began to walk from left to right; the dry leaves that covered the basalt floor creaked. "When I relinquished my post of governor under succession to the First Galactic Dignitary, I thought I could follow in Forkis' footsteps and continue his policy." He stopped in front of the humanoid jaguar, shook his head, looking into his hazel red eyes. "But I'm not Forkis, Aggro. I'm a poor epigone. I have different ideas, different weaknesses, a different personality. It was he who became an icon, got overgrown by legend, not me. I was just his right hand, a lictor, a sidekick, as some people said secretly. I don't have his charisma or anything to keep the Kiritian unchanged. Traitors break into our ranks, it can be anyone newly incorporated into the army. The infiltration systems don't work as smoothly as Forkis' innate ability. Even after scanning the candidate's brains, we wouldn't be 100% certain that we don't deal with an infiltrator or a second Beliar Drunkenstein. But there's more to it than unsure achijes. Recently, there has been a rupture between those who want to see me on the K'otz'ib'aja throne and opponents who believe that I'm a shallow leader of the nation. One planet has already detached itself from the alliance and it is possible that others will follow suit. The old Kiritian power politics is no longer being used, so I won't crack down bloodily on those who want to live by their own rules. Many resent me for that, with General Warfighter at the helm. After Forkis' death, the councilors began to argue with each other about everything that happened at the meetings. Every hearing is a mess now. Coming back to Anna Sandstorm. She has kept her position only because of me, as who is on the Council depends on me, and I've had no reason to remove the former oppositionist from it. She is smart and energetic, but her past has become a problem. The rest of the councilors consider her a traitor who has abandoned her people, and believe that she can do the same to the Kiritians at any time. Forkis was in full control of Anna. He gave her power not because she was his toy, but he had calculated everything while on the planet Aj. The Nephrid rebels have officially ceased to exist, laid down their arms and are now under the auspices of the Kiritians, but when they see that their overseer suffers from the internal disease, they may organize themselves and drive an extra nail into our coffin."

"Indeed, it doesn't sound positive and I feel very sorry for you. But what can I have to do with the collapse of the human empire?"

"Do you remember the golden mouse? That living artifact recreated for you by our former scientist, Maksimus Figam, currently living on planet B9 in the Pisces Universe?"

"Pisces?" Aggro blinked in surprise.

"Yes. But what one ..."

"Now focus, my friend." Kiret spoke more slowly. "Was it exactly the same mouse Forkis had killed in 2511, after he had already used it for his purposes?"

The Onkalot thought for a moment.

"No, just a maple made of remains with the faithfully reproduced properties of the original. You just said it yourself."

"Could you, or any living member of your species, create the same mouse? That is, to resurrect it so that it has the properties of the original, if you had the remains? Ah, that archaic terminology ..."

Aggroteh felt dizzy, which wasn't related to the high oxygenation of the atmosphere. He walked over to a gazebo post and leaned against it. He outthrusted his claws and ran them with a clank over a stone.

"Biffter, you don't want to usurp the powers of the Ancient Onkalots, do you?"

"I'm far from there. Maybe I will put it ... more brutally. Yes, you could say it will sound brutal given the Onkalots' respect for the dead, so you'd better hold on to this pole." The Kiritian managed a short smile, but Aggro didn't share it. "Do you have any knowledge of necromedicine? Speaking in your language, can you raise the dead? By asking for the mouse, I just wanted to direct you to the problem. This was an example."

"What problem? Speak more sensibly."

Kiret clasped his hands behind his back, looked at the ceiling consisting of eight marble triangles, then at the shoe over which went a fur caterpillar, to again fix his eyes on the Onkalot.

"I want to resurrect Forkis. I still have his DNA that you found on Aj, including the DNA we got in K'otz'ib'aja. Recreating a body that matches the original perfectly is not be a problem for Kiritians, but it will be a human body."

The Onkalot didn't listen Necron and walked away from the pole earlier, which he regretted because he almost fell over.

"Most Holy Tonatiuh."

***
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Darius had occasionally flown with his father to the orbital station to help him sell and watch him haggle over prices, so he was familiar with the civil transporter. However, as he boarded the Kiritian corvette, he felt as if he had been transferred to another reality. The temperature was much lower than on the planet, so the boy rubbed his shoulders at first, before speechless, he began to move briskly on the board, with Tsar behind his back. The air turned out to be odorless, though it can be said that metal was sensed. It was almost everywhere, from dhurnsteel that made the ship's skeleton to transparent elements but harder than meteorite crystalline coal. Minimalist lamps in rooms and corridors created a composition of lights, giving a dreamlike impression, although some had been turned off after landing. Sterility and cleanliness emanated from every angle. Darius examined every installation or device with undisguised fascination, he was especially amazed at the sight of the engine room, which he entered without permission, having outwalked briefly the corporal.

"Your ship is insane!"

"How is it going? Have you seen enough?" Tsar stopped next to Darius, who was now looking at arsenal cupboards with devout admiration.

The boy raised his hand to touch the cover of a miglight-powered pulse rifle.

Amused, Seymour smiled.

"That bastard would destroy your shack along with the field in a second."

A broken leaf fell out of Darius' pocket. Tsar frowned, leaned over, and picked it up. He sighed with no less enthusiasm than young Schindler at the sight of technological marvels.

"Devil's herb ... Damn, real devil's herb!" He looked at Darius in amazement. "Where did you get this stuff?" The confused boy yanked the remains of the leaf out of his hand and put it in his pocket.

"I've found it. Flatspine is good for wounds."

"For wounds?! Do you know how rare crap it is in the Zodiac Universum, resistant to cultivating? Do you know how much is a gram?! And it has a slightly ... better application than a compress on a cut."

Darius smiled slightly. He took out the dried leaf again and closed it in his fist.

"Do you want it?"

"Sure, come on!" Seymour extended his hand, but the boy withdrew his.

"Not for free."

"Look at that turd. I just showed you the corvette!"

"Because Kiret told you to."

"And he's also foul-mouthed." Tsar put his hands on the hips. "For you, it's Mr. Emperor Biffter, the First Galactic Dignitary. Alright, if you grudge me the devil, show me where it grows, I'll collect it myself."

"It's gone. I collected everything, and I found only one such plant in my life."

"What do you want in return?"

"Hmmm ..." Darius ostentatiously began to look around the room, pretending to think. "This." He pointed to the previously admired pulse rifle.

Tsar spat, waved his hands as if the board had been full of carbon monoxide.

"You must be crazy, sonny. This is a weapon for men, not for crybabies, and you don't need it for anything on the planet."

"There may always be a threat, then I will be prepared. I will help my father defend the family."

"At least you're talking sensibly. But I won't give you this weapon because you don't know how to use it. It's too big to be smuggled out of the corvette and costs a lot of money."

"I guess the Kiritians make it in series, so it's not that expensive."

"It's good that you're familiar with economics. However, we don't produce it in series, because there is no war. Unfortunately, kid, you won't get the rifle."

Darius shrugged.

"No gun, no flatspine. Thanks for the tour." He moved toward the hangar ramp.

"You ... Wait a minute." Seymour caught him in the corridor, looked for other Kiritians nearby. "Maybe you want a bracer?" He pointed to the part of an armor. "You will break any aggressor's jaw if you hit him with it. Moreover, it has such a gadget." Darius flinched and squinted as the dhurnsteel blades slid out of the bracer and loomed right in front of him. "Nice, huh? A little training and stamina, and you will take out any opponent without a ranged weapon. I have also a locator of small organisms underground, it will be useful for growing crops."

"Boredom. I want the gun."

"I'm not gonna convince you to something else?"

"No."

"Goddamn market trader's son."

"Don't insult me, or I'll tell Kiret that you smoke the forbidden herb."

"Gee, careful, I might be fired!" Tsar was starting to like the boy, so he smiled instead of scolding him again for not using the emperor title. He leaned over him. "I will tell you in secret that I'm irreplaceable."

Darius smiled too.

"Then give me the gun."

The Kiritian exhaled long and loudly as he looked at the ceiling.

"I can see that I won't win this fight. Okay. But don't tell anyone, and I know you'll be tempted to show off."

"I won't tell anyone, I swear."

Tsar pushed Darius in the back. They returned to the arsenal.

"We must, however, compromise. I can give you this." He pointed to an X17A4, a self-renewing light ammo gun that was the primary weapon of any achij. "And no negotiations. I can't explain later how the pulse rifle has disappeared. The missing X17A4, however, won't be noticed. We have a fu ... shitload of it."

Darius winced for a moment.

"Well, let it be."

"Do you have a lot of this devil's herb?"

"About fifty grams - my father sometimes makes me measure out that amount of the insecticide to be diluted in water - but I can give only half. It really comes in handy for any cuts."

"Because it's a god, not a plant. Here is your payment." Tsar took the weapon from behind a cover and handed it to Darius, whose eyes almost popped out of his sockets. "Just hide it neatly. And I hope you won't use it to act tough and scare your friends."

"And how does it work?"

"You move the fuse, aim and press the actuator. And that's it. The X17A4 is made of dhurnsteel, which means you can throw it into an abyss on rocks, and it won't even get scratched. It will also not break down under water. However, you need to keep an eye on the energy bar, because when it reaches zero, you have to put your weapon aside for a few minutes. Therefore, the X17A4 is suitable for basic equipment and emergencies that don't require a longer fire. Do you get it?"

"Yeah. For several years I have been able to use a weapon, my father taught me." Darius hid the pistol under his baggy shirt, tucking it behind his pants belt. "Thanks, Corporal Seymour. When we get out, I'll bring you flatspine leaves in no time."

"Let's agree that you will leave them for me somewhere. I don't want anybody to see you giving me anything. I will say that I'm going to pee or something, and take the hidden package." The Kiritian winked at him.

They agreed that Darius would leave the wrapped dried leaves next to the circle of boulders near the farm where John Schindler burned weeds.

Shortly before the departure of Tsar's corvette, having made sure that no one was paying attention to him, he went to the appointed place. He found the stuff quickly. He looked into a sand-covered linen bag and the satisfaction crawled off his face.

"Let me get that brat ..."

There were only four leaves stuffed inside. He looked around, but as he expected, Darius was nowhere to be found. It amazed him that the turd wasn't afraid to trick the Kiritian.

"Tsar, where have you gotten lost? We're leaving soon," said Sergeant Victor Shane over the communicator.

Sour-faced Seymour had no choice but to go to the naval craft.

***
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Aggroteh mentally was grateful to Eredal for bringing them refreshingly cool drinks on a tray right after Kiret's words. The girl was worried to find him concerned, leaning against the railing. She gave Kiret the look of a scared animal, because she was unable to send a different one to the First Galactic Dignitary, for whom she felt awe and whom she feared. She said nothing, dismayed by the closeness of the man wielding such mighty power. Her heart was pounding as if after a run - she wasn't used to guests like this, as well as strangers in general. John would have rather taken Aggro and Darius to the trading stations than her.

"Thank you." Seeing her consternation, Necron managed a warm smile. He took a glass filled with juice squeezed from local fruit. "You don't have to worry about anything, child. We just talk and it'll stop there." He tasted the drink. "Very good. It has a natural taste. Did you do it yourself?"

"With my mom." Eredal calmed down a bit, looked searchingly at Aggroteh.

"Mr. Biffter told the truth, we're just talking." The humanoid jaguar took the tray from her and set it on the table.

"The Rafens have just come," the girl said reluctantly. "The father and sons were scared of the corvette. They wanted to see for themselves what was going on, even though we had sent them a holographic message earlier."

"At least you can talk to Anton."

Eredal gave Q'ualel a dry look and asked very officially:

"Do you gentlemen wish for anything else?"

"There's no such a need. Thanks, sunshine," said Biffter.

"She's an adult woman," Aggro announced as Eredal moved away. "She's twenty-one Terrenic years old. She doesn't like being spoken to as to a child."

Biffter emptied his glass halfway. The girl's arrival allowed him to catch his breath and temporarily postponed the probably embarrassing conversation. He expected that the Onkalot being a traditionalist might have reacted nervously to the mention of breaking the natural order.

"I don't think he likes your neighbors."

Aggro sighed, and also reached for the vessel, which he grabbed with his paws. He played with it, twirling it with his fingers.

"The Rafens' older son, Anton, is seeking her hand, but Eredal has been infatuated with me for several years and I cannot talk her out of these senseless feelings."

"It's rather good. In the sense that Eredal likes you. You're special. Anyway, all girls love furballs." The Kiritian chuckled.

Q'ualel looked at him as at a pitiful person.

"Sorry, I have a rather bad sense of humor." Necron gulped down the rest of the juice and put the glass back. "I don't remember when I lastly drank something fully natural. Months ago, I think, while Forkis was still alive. He went for similar drinks from Chulimal."

"I can provide her with care, company, but we can't ... you know. The genetic distance between Onkalots and humans is over sixty percent, which means, according to human scientists, that our species were once related on a planetary level, but that's still not enough ... that it won't even come to ..."

Biffter helped without hesitation:

"Fertilization."

Q'ualel's blush was completely hidden by the cat's fur, which couldn't be said about the embarrassed gaze. Biffter, though he was in supreme authority and had hundreds of years to gain all kinds of experience, still lacked tact and timing. "And it will probably never change," Aggro realized.

"I regret a bit that I went back to the Schindlers," he announced. "But there is my home on Chulimal, I was born here, I didn't want to wander around the forests alone again and live like an animal. Maybe I should be more ruthless and hard-faced, I'd hurt Eredal then, but at least she would start talking to that Anton. I guess."

"You know that hybrid offspring is no problem for Kiritian technology, even with zero genes in common. We could take your reproductive cells and artificially create a little man, an Onkalot, or even the aforementioned hybrid."

"You do have a specific sense of humor, Mr. Biffter. I'm a supporter of the traditions of my ancestors and I don't like to reach for what is divine," Aggro said the last sentence more sharply than he intended. With a loud click, he put the glass back intact, while Necron finished the third, having emptied most of the jug.

The Kiritian frowned.

"I've comprehended the hint. So, I understand that your position regarding the case I asked about earlier is the same?"

"You can't give Forkis his life back."

"Figam can recreate his human body. However, the clone will be soulless."

"In our language it is called atole. The driving force of every living being, like energy in a machine. Atole enters the body before birth when the nervous system is formed, and escapes after the host dies. It is the energy that circulates in the universe like water in the Chulimal lands. Immortal, changeable, multiform." Aggro stared at a palm tree's crown.

"We have many beautiful myths about it."

"And you've just gotten to the bottom of it. We Kiritians are able to keep this atole of yours in a body forever. Although we don't know how it works, as no one has ever understood what consciousness ultimately is, but the biological mechanism works, it is enough to physically immortalize the body. Thanks to this, we have discovered that atole preserved in the body also doesn't age, although it was once believed that at the moment of immortalization of a shell there would be a dissonance between it and the soul, which should have left this shell within a certain unit of time. However, we don't know what happens to the soul after death. No science has discovered this yet, and the answers provided by religions, para-scientists, and philosophers can be put between fairy tales. No offense."

"If I were you, I wouldn't take faith lightly, Necron. Each one contains a piece of truth. Sometimes a huge part."

"I don't take it lightly." Instinctively, he reached for a silver cross around his neck and twisted it with his fingers. "I was a Christian myself and in a sense I'm still it, although my faith has weakened due to many events. However, I don't want to talk to you about theology because firstly, that's not what I'm here for, secondly - we have different views and we will not get along. I just want to know how to recover atole lost from my body. Atols ... Atol. Is this word neuter?"

Suddenly, Aggroteh exploded with anger, pointing with his claw with an extended finger to an unspecified place above the cliff.

"Why do you want to do this?! Forkis is gone. Understood? Dead. What had been supposed to happen, happened. Why play gods and change the course of history?"

Biffter sighed. The matter would be more difficult than he had imagined, and he thought what he was trying to do seemed almost impossible. While making the impossibly crazy plan, he hadn't taken into account his innate passivity and respect for the tradition of the Onkalot. He decided not to owe him and, despite his position, also raised his voice:

"You are so annoyed by this conversation? I'm human, it is in our nature to break all kinds of laws! But I'm not ashamed of it and I don't renounce it. Were it not for the tendency to turn the rules inside out, humanity would still be stuck, if you'll pardon the expression, on your level. Well below the number one on the Kardashov scale. We wouldn't have flown to the stars. We wouldn't have colonized new worlds. We wouldn't have discovered the secret to immortality. If something can be improved, why would a man sit on their hands?"

The Onkalot waved his paw and tail nervously.

"Because you break God's laws! Because you don't improve anything, you only implement your subjective plans! The universe has been perfect!"

"What can someone who would rather stay hidden for most of their life than act, know about breaking the law?"

"If you were one of the last of your kind, you would have done the same. You don't even know how hard it was for me, how lonely I felt. Were it not for the help of god Tonatiuh, I would still be stuck like a savage in the Chulimal forests, sleeping, eating and hunting like my four-legged ancestor." Aggro lowered his voice. "I don't think we will come to an agreement on this matter, because you come from the winners, and I - from the defeated."

Necron brought his hand to his forehead, shook his head in frustration as if he had been arguing with an extremely stubborn child.

"You will probably also tell me that this is not your business with which I come to you, but people's. But it is not so at all. If the current order collapses, the fate of the few remaining Onkalots will also be uncertain." After taking a deep breath, the Emperor calmed down and continued softly and gently: "After thousands of years of human civilization existence, Forkis was the first to create the perfect and durable system. It was an empire controlled by an army, which in turn was controlled by an admirable unit. I would love to preserve Xajb'a Kej's legacy. You found out for yourself, Q'ualel, that you had wrongly judged your friend, believing that he had been guided only by revenge on the people for the murder of the Onkalots. If only you could help me rebuild his empire ..."

"I have no idea what happened to Forkis' atole," Aggro said tactfully as well, staring at the horizon above the jungle. "Only primeval gods and Ancient Onkalots called Nimja, or the Great House or the Dynasty, knew about things not available to mortals. According to the Nimja myths, they were so powerful and educated that they could control the elements and raise the dead. Only they could help you, but they are gone. We are talking about the ancestors of the Onkalots who disappeared thousands of years ago."

"Became extinct?" Necron brushed off an insect humming at his ear.

"According to myths, they walked away forever, leaving the Chulimal lands for a new generation of Onkalots."

Kiret stood next to Aggroteh, put his hands on the hips, and looked where he did.

"Despite the cooling systems, I'm about to boil in this armor. It's a pity you don't have some local air temperature regulators here."

"They are unnecessary with a small population of Chulimal. Nobody installs them because of the cost. In addition, generations of inhabitants, mainly landowners, have become accustomed to the conditions prevailing on the planet."

Kiret pulled off his protective armor above his waist, remaining in his shirt, and put the elements on a bench. He breathed a sigh of relief.

"I could have done it sooner, since we have the whole area under control. So, you can't help me? Wouldn't you like to get your lost friend back if you could?"

"Admirable game of emotions, Emperor. At most, I could search through known and preserved temples and ancestral libraries, perhaps I could find a manuscript that didn't turn to dust. Either a stone plaque or a relief containing ancient knowledge."

"That would be a beginning already." Kiret smiled. "A terrenic year ago, being a staunch realist and skeptic, I would have laughed at my own request and subjected myself to psychiatric treatment. However, after the adventure with Xajb'a Kej and the living artifact, I became more open to phenomena unexplained by science. I realized that I know little about the universe despite hundreds of years of life, and according to Figam, there are infinitely many of them. My vision of the universe as being governed by the same laws as a microsystem like a planet, turned out to be false. The hermetic principle works, simple microsystems function much like complex, elaborate macrosystems, but they don't explain many phenomena. Thanks anyway, Q'ualel."

"I didn't promise anything. I just said what I could do."

"I respect your views and ... indolence, to put it so ugly. However, I don't want anything from you other than tools that I will use myself. Just give me a fishing rod and I will take care of a catch. So, you will uphold the tradition you respect, and in no way break the laws close to your heart. Maybe let's make an agreement. Soon I will fly to inspect Nephrida, where our beloved rebels live, since I'm already in the Lion Universe. I'll leave a small transporter at the Schindlers' landing field. So, if you decide to cooperate, send me a message from the cockpit in the meantime, according to the code that will be given to you later by the corvette's communications officer. Calmly consider everything I have told you. If you refuse to cooperate, we will come and search the temples anyway, but the help of the guide would be invaluable, otherwise we will surely be straying." Kiret collected the pieces of his armor.

"I agree. I will think about it."

Aggro finished his drink, took the tray, then they both turned back to the farm.

***
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Biffter decided to stay on H14 until dusk, he allowed his subordinates to relax in a beautiful, peaceful area. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he bought from delighted John Schindler several tons of food grown using traditional, natural methods, especially famous multi-purpose bulbous onions. Since the Kiritians were not in conflict with the inhabitants of the planet, and the heat turned out to be more severe than on the warmest days on Morascrik, the emperor suggested the achijes that they could get rid of the armor.

To get some exercise, instead of using machines, the Kiritians brought food packed in canvas sacks into the hold. Darius volunteered and worked with them, only dragging weights instead of carrying them on his shoulders. He couldn't see Tsar nearby, but he was ready to bolt silently if he appeared in sight."

"I will join you in a few years," he said with a smile.

"Oh, look! The turd has gone completely mad," grumbled John standing nearby. "The fields will cultivate themselves, when your father grows old?"

Darius shrugged and said to him:

"You can buy farm machinery and androids and laze all day in the glow of the K'ajolom. I would like to travel around the Milky Way and Andromeda, have a powerful weapon and be immortal."

"Powerfully, I'm going to get the nonsense out of that cabbage head right now!" Father raised his hand, but Darius quickly fled out of its reach. Kiret, standing by the hold, laughed.

After the achijes dealt with the goods, Biffter ordered one of the corporals to bring a transporter called the Drunkenstein sphere from the hangar. He remembered the moment when he had seen for the first time on H14 the prototype of the then unknown to Immortals, the opposition's flying machine. Young Anna Sandstorm and her friends had stolen it from Carlos Drunkenstein and by accident they had ended up near the Onkalotian ruins of Ajb'atenaja, where the Kiritians had set up camp. After the Immortals had defeated the rebels in a short, uneven battle for Nephrida, they had gotten the spherical scout design and, after their own modifications, had released a series of inconspicuous transporters, round like billiard balls, but covered with dhurnsteel armor with the appearance of human tissue.

The first stars twinkled in the darkening patch of orange-pink sky as Biffter sat down in the cockpit seat behind the pilots' stations. One of the two lieutenants informed the security squadron stationed in an astro-aircraft carrier in orbit that the corvette was getting ready for flight, then the officers awoke its powerful propulsion. Relaxed, Kiret leaned against the headrest and stared at the puronax canopy that looked like thick glass but was as hard as the solid core of a planet. Plunging into a cloud of sand and dust, the corvette began to take off, but fell to the ground.

"He's crazy," Biffter heard the biting word from the pilot to the left.

"Is something wrong with the engines, Lieutenant Aurelius?"

"No, sir. All is normal. Please have a look." Aurelius zoomed in on an image of one of the cellulas monitoring the hull.

Kiret saw Aggroteh waving his paws before the machine nose.

"It looks like I won't have to wait too long for an answer."
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II. The unexpected discovery of Tsar
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Kiret returned to H14 a week later. Because of his prerogatives, he could send a search party to Aggroteh, but he was very curious about the ancient Onkalotian temples. That's why he personally appeared on the planet, along with a team of achijes and researchers-oderses. Due to rebel riots during the reign of Forkis, the exploration of Chulimal had been postponed indefinitely, but now that the defeated opposition was under Kiritians' control, they could calmly take a look at the Onkalots' culture destroyed by the colonists.

Several small ships landed on a terrain free from vegetation, where natural disasters or human activity had led to a strong acidification of the soil in an area of ​​many hectares. Before they left the machines, the search party had gathered in the briefing room on Biffter's corvette, where Aggroteh was given the floor.

"Even though I grew up on this planet, I don't know many temples," he said as he wandered around a presentation table, watched by the achijes and three scientists. "Just like an inhabitant of a huge city doesn't know all its streets. Several objects of interest to you were destroyed during Chulimal terraforming, others were consumed by time. So, we will limit our search to five sanctuaries that are the treasury of Nimja's knowledge, where we can come across the information we need." Projections of selected objects began to appear above the table. The images came from the earlier mapping of the indicated areas by drones.

"This is Tukumb'akam, the Temple of the Monster which, at the behest of the gods, destroyed the first, weak and ungrateful generation of Onkalots ..."

"Forgive me for interrupting," said an Indian archeologist who specialized in an ancient Mesoamerican culture similar to the Onkalotian one. "Isn't it about Tukumb'alam, or the Tugging Jaguar?"

The long time spent with people contributed to Aggro's having a good command of many of their languages, as well as knowing very well aspects of human knowledge. Therefore, he had no problem answering the question regarding the related but different cultures:

"In our language, jaguar is b'akam, in this case the word is used figuratively and refers to a Beast or Monster. A jaguar itself as an animal is a predator coming from stars, related to Onkalots, just as humans are related to apes. We also use the language of Quiché, which is divided into regionalisms. It's obvious: tribal migration and the creation of new societies in city-states. Thus, the speech which my ancestors were taught by Nimja which came from the stars was tribally deformed."

"Thanks for the clarification. As far as I know from the Onkalotian myths, Nimja members were travelers. They mastered the ability to travel between star systems thanks to a web of technolithic porters or devices of this kind - for lack of terminology, let me call them that. They conducted experiments on organisms encountered on inhabited globes, transferred animals from planet to planet. They also visited Earth and taught certain Central American populations the Quiché language that they themselves spoke. The same language was used by the later classical Onkalots, as we have defined you. Thus, the linguistic differences also result from the fact that the peoples of Mesoamerica and Onkalots were formed on other planets, but the two languages ​​are still very similar to each other."

"It matches my knowledge," Aggro replied. "Coming back to the point. Another target temple will be Toniatuh's Sanctuary, where there is a nonfunctional porter of the ancients. Then we have the Q'ijik astronomical observatory, the House of the Sovereign Feather Serpent Yolcuat and the House of Ojer tzij, the Ancient Word, which is the place of most interest to us - the library. Its former janitors have mastered the methods of preserving the written word and stone, therefore, if the object hasn't collapsed, we have a good chance of finding reliefs, glyphs and hieroglyphs there that can provide us with," he looked at Necron sitting next to him with his hands clasped on his chest, "the sought knowledge."

"I have a suggestion: let's call these rubble 'Temple 1', 'Temple 2' and so on. Nobody will remember those idiot names anyway." The members of the expedition glanced at Corporal Tsar Seymour, but no one commented on his words.

"Do you know the language of the Ancient Oncalots?" the humanoid jaguar was asked by a linguist, the second of the scientists, an older, almost bald, but energetic man.

"Their signs and symbols are similar to ours, that is the classical epoch Onkalots', as you put it, but more crude, with more angles per letter. The grammar is completely different, but I suppose it will be understandable to me."

"Nice to hear it. At least we'll have less work deciphering the ancient records," said an architect-Egyptologist, also an older man, albeit with a storm of grizzled curls.

"I hope to be of some use," replied the humanoid jaguar.

Then he described the vicinity of the sanctuaries and the dangers of treasure looters traps that the expedition might have encountered while exploring the halls and corridors.

After the meeting, when scientists prepared the equipment, and the achijes reluctantly donned biometal armors instead of summer uniforms (Necron believed that armors would be better in a cool temple interior, where it was easy to injure yourself or knock something over your head), the machines took off and headed for the Tukumb'akam Temple, the first site on the list.

The gray, dilapidated pyramid and the surrounding remnants of columns and buildings, which in its heyday had had religious and social functions, were completely absorbed by the jungle. Had it not been for topographic surface scanners, the expedition wouldn't have seen much through the portholes, the area was overgrown and obscured by treetops.

After scanning the substrate near the temple, a combat orb was released, which used a wide solar beam to burn the jungle rectangle to ashes. The machines hanging in the air soon extended their undercarriages and settled on the solid ground.

The expedition went outside over the gangplanks. Necron breathed in the heavy, sweetish air of the jungle, much wetter than in the vicinity of the Schindlers' farm. He intended to reach the cool underground of the building as soon as possible, to give some respite to his subordinates.

"Then have fun, gentlemen," he said shortly. He waved his hand. "We're going."

Orbs flew in front of the achijes to remove huge leaves and branches of the dense jungle with the rays of light. The group made their way quickly to a path that led near a stream, where insects buzzed loudly and fire-bellied toads croaked.

"Is it possible someone lives here?" Corporal technician Rasmus Darkoris turned to the humanoid jaguar, pointing his barrel at the path. The man was easy to remember due to a few strands of trimmed red hair on the top of his head, though now obscured by a helmet. Contrary to the name associated with the dark, his freckled skin was very pale, almost anemic.

"I don't know." Aggro looked around the area. "These lands hundreds of years ago belonged to the cruel people of the cannibals Jun Kame, One Death. I come from the Place of Fire, Chiq'aq '. Jun Kame lived far from our city, we saw each other only during long trips through the jungle, and when our warriors went to rescue the captured from their paws. However, the One Death people have long since vanished, so neither of them has trodden the path."

"The scanners of the ships found no one weighing more than twenty kilograms within a radius of many kilometers," said Corporal Tsar Seymour in his signature nonchalant tone. "Probably the path has been trampled by some animals, which we will quickly fry if they start throwing. So, either someone is hiding in the basement of Tukutakam ..."

"Tukumb'akam," corrected Aggro.

"Whatever. Or the path has been made recently, but whoever made it has already gone. In any case - no one is threatening us here."

"The only danger here is us," Darkoris said firmly, which sounded like boastfulness. "We'll kill anyone who gets in our way."

Q'ualel glanced at him surreptitiously. He wondered if it was right to agree to help the people who had wreaked violence and domination in the past, even if time and the new emperor had softened their mores.

"Enough, we're going." Necron waved his hand at the squad leader Sergeant Victor Shane. The black-haired man of medium height, with skin pale as snow and a calm face, nodded.

Soon the expedition went out into an area that in the heyday of the Jun Kame people had been an open space, and now overgrown and covered with leaves. The largest ones were the length of a multi-story house, and the members of the expedition walking below them felt like insects. A plaza in front of the square pyramid - which Seymour had determined with the help of an erdoscope​[1] to be one hundred and forty meters at the base and seventy meters high - was covered with stone objects integrated into ubiquitous vegetation. There were glyph steles, remnants of rectangular buildings, an empty pool filled with ant mounds, columns leaning or lying on the ground, statues and stone idols knocking around, depicting Onkalots in the form of monsters, demons, and skeletons. The five-level pyramid itself was far from a technolytic masterpiece, for which the classic Onkalots were famous, because the warlike people of Jun Kame hadn't belonged to the masters of architecture. It had been erected using dried bricks and earth, the structure was casually reinforced with slabs of black basalt, just to keep the whole thing as a giant pyramid, which made the building look stark and inconsistent. Decorations had been missing. A temple at the top, to which led broken stairs, had collapsed.

"Complete ruin." Necron shifted his gaze from the pyramid to the people walking around it, then to the humanoid jaguar. "Are you sure we'll find Nimja's knowledge in something like this? You said Jun Kame members are barbarians and cavemen."

"These lands are foreign to me due to the reasons I mentioned at the briefing," said Aggro. "I'm also not sure whether the people of One Death built this pyramid, or they moved to the surrounding area after displacing its indigenous people. It is also possible that they took over the abandoned city."

"I don't know much about old civilizations, but savages wouldn't have made something like this, would have they?" Tsar Seymour suddenly grew up next to Necron.

"Nevertheless, the facility must be checked. You shouldn't judge a book by its cover," summed up the humanoid jaguar. On Kiret's face bloomed a slight smile as he heard the old human saying, now virtually unused.

Sergeant Shane approached Necron.

"Sir, Corporal Darkoris' probes found tunnels and chambers under the pyramid. We are just finishing mapping the area." He turned to the corporal, "Tsar, go to the technician and help him with the lighting."

Seymour walked away, humming a song about picking up women. Biffter and Aggro followed the sergeant, joined the scientists standing by an entrance at the base of the building, obscured by roots like by a drape. From the dark tunnel emerged the last probes, stylized as fast-running trilobites, able to travel across ceilings and walls. They rolled into balls and grouped themselves together. Corporal Darkoris, in charge of the technical part of the expedition, put them in a box and placed them beside the rest of the equipment.

"There's one more probe left in the tunnels," he said, sliding his helmet open for a moment. "Its bioctovisor and thermoindicator are looking for living creatures. Initial plans are these."

They gathered around the displayed holographic map of the pyramid's interior. After a short analysis and reaching into the recesses of memory, Aggro began pointing his claw at individual elements of the map.

"The rectangle in the center is probably a sacrificial altar, so here will be a ceremonial chamber. These three
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