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      But most of all I’m afraid of the dark, because in the dark everyone becomes equally gray.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




“Can you imagine if you could save a moment in life, and then—in the future—return to that save point? And if I could choose only one moment, I would prefer this one. This gradoday, this gradohour, this gradosecond,” whispered Stan. He ran his hand down Ir’s blonde hair and gently touched the soft skin of her face, which resembled the petals of naka, an incredible plant with smooth and fragile foliage of the liduan family, that had swarmed the universe but remained a curiosity on Grad.

Ir lay with her eyes closed, eagerly listening to every word of her boyfriend, and drifted into the abyss of sleep when a shiver raced through her body. She twitched and groaned softly. It was one of those sensations when a person on the verge of sinking into sleep suddenly awakened. The teasing consciousness imitated a fall or a jump, causing limbs to shake and cramp, and a clenching of the soul in the solar plexus, comparable to the familiar from childhood feeling of hovering in the air when swinging.

“Did I wake you? I’m sorry. Go back to sleep.” Stan tucked the fallen curl behind Ir’s ear.

“No. I heard you. Let’s promise each other that we will return to this very moment on death’s doorstep and relive it one more time. But you know… Instead of making up a story with saving, you could’ve just said that you love me.” Ir lifted up and put a fist under her cheek.

“I’m going for a smoke.” He put on his pants, pulled a single joint from his cigarette holder, and hopped up the stairs.

Ir inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly with all her lungs, and draped the spiky blanket over her shoulders, which was stabbing with sharp needles and leaving slight redness on her skin from the raids of the textile thorns. Carefully treading with her bare feet between items scattered on the floor, she walked to the desk where Stan kept his papers and weapons. Ir slid her fingers over Stan’s picture on his ID card and wondered why men were always afraid to say the important words.

Ir got lost in her inner musings. Why aren’t there some perfect ‘average’ men? Some are too quick to throw promises left and right, devaluing their sacredness, while others, on the contrary, hide them deep inside for fear that someone from the outside, once heard, will suspect their weakness. Why is it that for some people, words of love are a compliment of low value and an opportunity to get an attractive person into bed? In contrast, for others, they are a vice and a vulnerability. As for the women on Grad, even the thought of being the first to express their feelings was tantamount to public disgrace because she would be considered a pushover. Perhaps it was a matter of upbringing, traditional values, and the problems of men’s cult society in which women were not allowed to claim roles above the secondary ones.

Ir adjusted the slipping blanket, clutched a cigarette in her teeth, and hurried upstairs. She looked around as she lowered and latched the front hatch behind her. Stan stood leaning against the cold fence, occasionally twitching his bare shoulders in the freezing summer wind and fending off the flies swirling nearby. His serious, manly profile was directed toward the awake city, with its numerous terraces glowing brightly in the crimson darkness of the night.

The street buzzed with familiar sounds. One could hear an indistinct conversation of several men from a neighboring terrace, who, judging by their raised intonations, were quite drunk and swearing angrily. Somewhere on the other side was a weeping baby and the quiet, nervy voice of a mother, humming a lullaby and hoping that the child would not wake up father, who had returned after a long shift, and who hated his life so much that he periodically snapped at poor woman and their kid.

Somewhere in the distance, there was a monotonous thumping in a round-the-clock factory, spreading the shivers like a peal of thunder. That thunder was familiar to every inhabitant of planet Grad since childhood. Such military-industrial factories were built in every neighborhood. They worked in unison, instilling a sense of safety and tranquility in the citizens because if you could hear the clanking, grinding, and rattling, it meant that the military machinery was working at full capacity and that people were protected.

Ir touched Stan’s cold back with her warm hands and pressed her cheek to it. “You’re freezing. Can I fetch you a shirt?”

“Don’t leave!” he said, letting her caring words get lost in the wind. Stan gripped Ir tightly in his arms and kissed her on the forehead. “How will I be here without you?”

“We talked about it many times… Just look at that sky…”

They stared upward at the same time.

The night sky above Grad always looked fascinating—no other planet had such an artsy ‘view from the window.’ Its atmosphere had an exotic composition, similar to only a few other celestial bodies of the Noom system. It allowed the inhabitants of the most outlying planet to view with the naked eye the endless splendor—the scattered across the field of view spheres—planets, satellites, asteroids, and comets, illuminated by the majestic Noom.

Noom was a dwarf star on the cosmic scale in the depths of the Milky Way. It was a vast crystal white glowing ball, casting a bright dazzling light on its subjects, emphasizing all their contours and shimmering with multicolored glares on distant landscapes.

Grad was the largest planet in the system. It was like a big clumsy laggard, standing out of the way, so as not to accidentally knock down any of its nimble little neighbors. Rotating in the opposite direction from most at a plodding speed around its axis (a month on Grad equaled eight normative sevomonths, adopted in the Noom system as the basis for the standard calculation of time, and a year in which Grad revolved around Noom lasted the whole thirteen normative sevomonths), it seemed to always hurry and always fail to keep up with more developed planets in both the physical and economic sense.

The territories that were ahead of it in economic, logistical, scientific and health development were also notable for their progressive societal mindset, in contrast to the traditional values that persisted on Grad. They saw it as a klutzy neighbor with an obsolete outlook on life. But there was something about Grad that made all these arrogant companions of cosmic coexistence accept its game rules. It was an endless commodity dependence.

From the first glance at Grad, a traveler who had seen the colorful meadows, the towering trees and felt the warmth of fresh and salt water, wanted to weep and plunge into the deepest impenetrable depression. The climate was very harsh—in winter, the skin was constantly shredded by cold storms, and the air temperature dropped to the minimum for human existence; in summer, the intensity of the wind did not lessen at all, but the air got warm to a pleasant thirty-six degrees Mayer. Gravity was strong and drew people in as if they were sacks stuffed to the top with rubble and barely able to drag themselves along.

The natives were just like the harsh and ominous climate of Grad. They were short, their skin of a subtle pale gray hue showed through the bright blue veins that gave the other inhabitants of the Noom system the impression that Grads were translucent. Their eyes were tiny, intolerant to bright light, but they enabled their owners to navigate quickly and accurately in the permanent darkness of the planet. Besides their gloomy appearance, Grads had a sullen, brutal character that was a logical consequence of their ascetic progress. Apart from humans, the only species that could exist on Grad were flies, whose population thrived. During the thunderstorm season, most of them hibernated. Still, the few who took refuge from cataclysms continued to work hard to reproduce their own kind.

The entire surface of the planet was covered with soil, rubble, sand, and low, rocky formations, which, as it was later discovered, were the source of gradian, the primary fuel in the Noom system, which powered most of the engines. Of course, the great minds of Sev, Rhea, and other planets were constantly looking for a way to abandon their deepening addiction to gradian year after year, but the reality was that it required a lot of effort, capital, and time, so in the short term it was easier to put up with the odd partner, use the needle, and stay low and slow to carry out the research.

“How can you stay in one place when there’s a limitless world of possibilities waiting? Don’t you want to go to Purs and swim in the ocean?” asked Ir and held her hand up, pointing to one of the distant planets with large emerald blue areas. “You don’t even know what an ocean is, as there are no oceans, no seas, no rivers, not even lakes on Grad.”

“Why do I need an ocean if I can’t swim? I can look at it from here,” said Stan, still peering into the sky.

“I want to test myself. I think I could become something more interesting and valuable than just a soldier, or a miner, or a laborer.”

“You forgot about journalists.”

“Yes, of course. You can become a journalist who only talks about the military and miners and laborers daily. So many things out there… So many possibilities…” she whispered, turning her gaze back to the splendor above.

“No one is waiting for you there, and no one wants you there. You’ll be a stranger wearing stupid goggles.”

“What about here?” Ir turned to her boyfriend in an attempt to pierce his armor.

“Here, it’s all so familiar, simple and straightforward. Here’s your whole life,” said Stan, flicking on her nose and exhaling the cigarette smoke to the side. “You’re freezing. Let’s go inside. I’ll make you a hot drink.”

Stan lifted the hatch and let her through. Descending the steep staircase after his girlfriend, wary of stepping on the dragging corner of the dirty blanket that so delicately covered her naked body, he enjoyed her presence in his house and the last precious minutes together, wishing to stop or at least slow down time, which traitorously raced at cosmic speed. He loved the endless conversations with Ir about everything and nothing, which relentlessly carried him into another world and seemed to make him someone better than he ever was. To his family and coworkers, their bond seemed strange and absurd, particularly since they belonged to different social classes.

As an average, grave, brash soldier, who had all the rules of life contained in a short army regulation, who never questioned his superior’s orders, and whose duty to his homeland was his raison d’être, it seemed strange to commit himself to a rebellious person, the daughter of ordinary miners. But he could not resist. He adored and hated the fact that some weak girl, a human being, who by fate was meant to obey a man unconditionally, suddenly, at times, questioned his reasoning, had her say and directed him.

Invariably, at the most mysterious moment of the day, when the human mind loosens its concentration, and the unconscious takes over—before falling asleep—he was always thinking only of her, of how she dared to place herself above him, and how he dared to allow it all. Is this what love is all about? Forever frustrated by her constant compulsion to talk about his feelings, he fled from answering every time, hating himself for how stupid he looked from the outside. He could not talk about love. He thought it was inappropriate for a dignified citizen of the stronger sex, a defender of the nation to have such foolish conversations, and it offended him to the core that she never stopped demanding the cherished words. After all, why should he need to say anything if out of thousands of women around, he only allows himself to become a bit weaker with her, isn’t that enough? Why put into words what is already clear to him, to her, and to everyone else?

Their relationship began quite a long time ago. They first met when they were children. At that time Stan and his family had moved to a settlement where lived the girl, different from the rest of the kids with her curiosity and inquisitive mind. Ir was not the most attractive in the area and was well aware of that. She was ashamed of her appearance and always wore modest clothes a size bigger, despite the slim-fit styles that were prevalent on the planet. Stan, on the other hand, was never bothered by her looks. He knew from the first moment he saw her, from the first insolent and opinionated remark she made toward him, that she was special.

Given that his parents were cold and withdrawn people, he hadn’t gained the skill of demonstrating his feelings, so if it were not for the mutual sympathy from Ir, which was hard for her to hide, he would never have dared to ask her out on a first date.

When Stan decided on a military career (he was a little older, so he had to do it before Ir), their relationship faced its first real test. The warriors on Grad were the elite of society. Even those who didn’t rise to high ranks felt they were allowed more than the rest. Such individuals tended to choose only equals as partners to maintain their status. Stan, who disregarded this rule, received occasional pinpricks from his colleagues and superiors, but never voiced them aloud to Ir, because he knew that if she learned about it, she would prefer his well-being to their shabby happiness, no matter how much suffering it might have cost them both.

Hopping down the last step onto the ice-cold floor of his small room, Stan pulled a half-empty bag of liquid-forming pellets from the stockroom. Since the dawn of history, the planet that rejected human nature had challenged its inhabitants to a battle: there was not a single ounce of fresh water, either on its surface or deep within it. Humans struggled to survive, importing it from other planets, trying to come up with water purification plants to reuse human excreta, until one day they learned how to harvest it effectively from the atmosphere. Scientists invented pellets comprising natural, fine-grained rocks that, when treated in a certain way and kept out in the open, collected valuable moisture in them. Water harvesting farms popped up in every community.

Stan, with a deep exhale, slung the bag on his shoulder, approached a bulky machine by the wall, opened the latch, and carefully, with bouncing motions, so as not to spill grains of the valuable substance, poured the contents inside.

“I have a surprise for you!” Stan smiled as he turned toward Ir and twisted the handle to start the machine. “Wait a bit. The water will soon be ready.”

Silence held in the room, broken only by the scraping and humming of the water device. Stan stood leaning against the wall, fiddling with the necklace consisting of several linked circles, while Ir ran her eyes around the place, memorizing it in the smallest detail so that she could reproduce it in her imagination over and over again later on. A blue light on the machine lit up, and a chime sounded, informing the owner that the water pellet cycle was over.

Stan took a small bowl, about a third of the size of his palm, from the shelf, put it under the oblong faucet, pressed the red button, and slowly turned the small valve. Hot water poured out in a thin stream, and the steam swirled upward in white curls and dissipated in the room’s cold. Stan walked over to the table where Ir was sitting and placed the bowl in front of her. He rushed to his service coat and frantically searched the pockets for something, then pulled out a small white sealed envelope from the backing. With a victorious gaze, Stan handed Ir the precious gift. She looked at the package with interest and carefully peeled off the flap that covered the contents.

“Is that what I think it is?” Ir held her breath, and Stan smiled and nodded.

“It’s my parting gift to you. I traded it for a liquor voucher from a peall.”

“I’ve never tasted real yachinuck before!” She threw herself on her darling’s neck, popping out of the warming blanket. “Thank you!”

Ir placed a semi-transparent pouch of woven material with dried herbs in the bowl, leaning close to the beverage. Not even for a second did she look away, afraid to miss the miracle of miracles—the brewing process. Stan stood beside and watched her in fascination, admiring her childishness and being proud that he could impress her. Ir took it in both hands when the steam stopped escaping from the cup and slowly brought it to her parted lips. Tensing all her taste buds, she took the first sip and squeezed her eyes shut in pleasure.

“I’ve tasted nothing so delicious! This is the best present I ever had in my life! Just try it.” She handed the bowl to him.

Rarely were outlandish things brought to Grad, and yachinuck was just that. It was a mixture of various dried herbs that produced an incredible sweet taste when steeped in hot water. Ir had tasted poor-quality replicas of the marvelous drink, but never a high-grade one.

“No, no. All yours. Next time, I’ll trade again if there’s anything.” Stan gulped his saliva from approaching hunger. Her satisfaction was superior to anything else in the world and felt equal to his, or at least that was how he believed it to be. “Have you got your ticket yet? What are you flying on?”

It was relatively easy to travel between planets, and all that mattered was the financial capacity of the passengers. The rich mainly used private shuttles. These were smaller spaceships, that provided a superior level of service: comfortable seats and tranquilizing solutions that allowed passengers to cope with g-loads and to spend most of the flight hours asleep.

The simpler spacecraft, though resembling shuttles, traveled at slower speeds. They were much larger and could carry up to five hundred passengers at a time. The main paradox was that ninety percent of the seats in these were economy class. The transfer companies stuffed spacecraft with uncomfortable seats and earned the bulk of their profits at the expense of the poor, who were forced, but accustomed, to endure discomfort their entire lives. Only the upper floors of the ships met higher standards of comfort, in which the ticket prices reached exorbitant heights and were inaccessible to ordinary upright people who lived on their paycheck and had no illegal sources of income.

“The cheapest seat on a regular spaceship is my option. Will you come to see me off?”

“I have to go to work soon. I’m sorry, I can’t,” said Stan after a brief pause.

“Then I won’t keep you any longer.” Ir dramatically exhaled and started getting dressed.

She hurriedly pulled on her underwear, turtleneck, pants and zipped up her shoes. Stan sat motionless, observing her every sign and gesture. Ir went to the table in search of her medallion when Stan called out to her.

“Shall I walk you home?”

“No need. You have a shift coming up,” Ir said without turning her head. She tried to sound as cool as possible, though she was shaking and crying inside.

“Are you going for an exercise?” Stan was tossing around questions to keep her around for another gradosecond.

“Of course. My parents already gave up all their savings to pay for my trip. Can’t deprive them of a water voucher, too. Gotta go,” Ir said over her shoulder.

“Hold on… You… When are you coming back?”

“At the beginning of the second thunderstorm season,” she said, staring at Stan for a while, hoping for a move on his part. Still not getting the desired action, she waved her hand, pursed her lips for ‘goodbye’, and, holding back her tears, walked outside.

Stan silently rolled over on the couch and covered his face with his hands. He heard the hatch bang, heard Ir spend a few more moments on the terrace of his home, and then rush out in rapid strides into the dark. He wanted more than anything to chase after her, but he knew he could never do it. Stan was too cowardly for that.




Following the other passengers, Ir walked down the extension bridge, which looked like an endless cold gray corridor that rattled with every step, making a frightening clinking sound. A sense of panic gripped her. She thought that the movable structure was too flimsy, and that the supports might collapse at any moment.

Ir made a lateral move on half-bent legs, ducked out of the crowd, put her hand on a wall panel, and closed her eyes. You haven’t even gotten on the ship yet, and you’re already shaking. How do you plan to handle the flight?

After a few deep breaths, she pulled herself together and continued on her way. Once inside the spacecraft, Ir looked around. The floor of the ship, which adjoined the extension bridge, was technical. It was a hallway with a myriad of elevators and doors. The low, pressing ceiling made the space feel relatively tiny, and the people flitting around added to the unpleasant vibe. The running engines made the starship slightly vibrate and produce a deep hum that built up an acoustic plug in her ears. Ir involuntarily covered her ears a few times, trying to give them a chance to get used to the new environment.

“Elevator four, floor six, north wing, row nine, seat thirty-five,” she repeated aloud.

Ir tiptoed and saw an elevator with the number four lit up in red at the very end of the hall. Aiming for it, she threaded through the crowd. Standing in line and letting two loads pass in front of her, Ir finally got inside the cabin.

The fans were on full blast. Air came from the ceiling and blew a pleasant cool breeze over the passengers. The doors closed. Ir felt a sudden downward motion and barely kept her footing. Laughs erupted in the crowd. It seemed as if the elevator were about to hit the ground, and all its passengers would be reduced to a debris-filled mess of human remains. With a slight jolt, the cabin stopped and opened the doors.

A large number ten hung on the opposite wall. Ir moved forward with the others and found herself in another hallway. Some people rushed to put on earmuffs because of the loud hum of the engines. The ceiling felt even lower, making one want to press their head into their shoulders and slightly bend their knees to avoid touching the unpleasant, dirty, cold surface. The walls of the hall were a dark gray graphite color. They visually narrowed the room, from which one could follow narrow corridors to the seats on the tenth floor, or follow the signs to the stairs leading to floors nine through six.

Ir lost count of how many times she had to go down the steep ramps, and the long, single-direction trip made her retch and feel dizzy. With each new passage, the humming of the engines grew more intense. It seemed there was nowhere lower to go, and she might just be able to see the inner compartment of the engine and the combustion and oxidizer tanks. The smell of engine oil mingled with the stench of sewage and intensified. The temperature rose degree by degree, causing human bodies to sweat.

Her head tightened as the noise penetrated deeper and deeper, and it seemed more challenging to breathe. She habitually searched her pockets for cigarettes, but giving a timely thought that smoking was forbidden on board, she stopped short and lowered her eyes, ashamed of her reflex. Finally, Ir saw the glowing red number six and the arrows marking the traffic directions. Heading down the corridor to the north wing, she found herself in a large compartment resembling a polyhedral prism embedded in a cylinder. Along the cylindrical surface, next to the outer walls of the ship, facing the center, as if in an amphitheater, were the passenger seats, and the technical rooms were located closer to the axis, in a circle around the stairwell hall.

Ir took her seat. It had armrests, but the stiffness of it was very uncomfortable, and the back rested against the interior paneling, making it impossible to change the angle to relieve the strain on her back or to relax her muscles. She wiggled from side to side, trying to find a better pose for her flight.

“Don’t worry! We’re only eight sevohours away,” said the neighbor to Ir’s right, trying to outcry the roar. “I know it’s hard enough to relax in our cheapest spots on the entire ship, but let’s give it a try.”

Ir smiled back at the older man and nodded her head. Now, after that little remark, she forced herself to sit still, thinking all the time that she should not stretch or move, while her body, as if to defy her, grew numb and shuddered involuntarily. To distract herself, she went about observing other passengers. One was dressed in a pressed formal suit, feeling natural on board, and quietly preparing for takeoff, another was flying with children and trying to soothe their natural restlessness so as not to trigger any conflict while others—just like Ir—were running their eyes, searching for relief.

Her gaze stopped on a young woman sitting a couple of rows ahead. She looked like an average urbanite, a worker in the military-industrial complex or any other production enterprise. Still, there was something about her behavior that was at odds with the situation.

“She’s a deserter,” said her neighbor, leaning close to Ir’s ear. “I can spot them with ease. It’s my job.” He raised an eyebrow slyly.

Ir goggled her eyes and shook her head in denial.

“You don’t say! Why would you think that?”

The man rubbed the transmitter on his shoulder, which responded to his owner’s call with a faint blue glow, barely visible through his clothes and his translucent finger (smooth, neatly shaped, without a single callus, obviously never holding heavy, dirty things), and mumbled something indistinct, looking down as if worried about being lip-read. The glow faded, and the neighbor turned to Ir, grinning with crooked teeth.

The technological development in the Noom system was quite rapid. New methods and practices of interacting with nature and within humanity were continuously being created. But to simplify usage and controls, they adopted uniform communication practices on each planet. On Grad, right after birth, children had a small square chip implanted in their left shoulder, which carried several functions at once, the main among them being communication.

The chip itself was smooth on the outside and had a small light indicator right in the center, but it was covered with countless thin threads on the back. Lying as a lifeless plate in a box of its fellows, it was extremely cold because of the special alloys in its composition, which was why when doctors performed the procedure, to prevent frostbite, they would use long, thin forceps to handle it.

The child’s skin was moistened with a chemical solution, which made it wet and rough. Then the icy chip was placed on the treated area with the back side facing outward, allowing the device to react with the skin and stick firmly to it. After a while, once the host’s body became accustomed to it and tolerated the parasite, the transmitter went operational. It activated its neural networks, spread through the body, and made its way to the brain down the nerves. The host could now easily send commands to the chip, receive signals and draw visual projections. The chip on Grad was a part of a person, a part of society, a part of consciousness.

“Look how worried she is,” said the man. “You can smell the fear in her. She’s such a coward, she can’t fight it. Even you noticed something wrong with her demeanor.”

“What makes you think she is a deserter? I am afraid too, but I am not a traitor.”

“You are afraid differently. You’re afraid of the spaceship, of flying, of the unknown, and she’s afraid of being caught. You know, if you want to deceive someone, the only way is to do it so confidently and brazenly that you convince yourself that the lie is true.”

Ir grew uncomfortable with her new companion’s reasoning and professional wisdom. She nodded slightly and continued her observation of the passengers. Her eyes caught on another distinctive character cluttering himself with bags and rummaging through the stuff, looking for some items.

“He’s a clown. You’ll see for yourself,” said Ir’s neighbor, labeling another one.

Finally, the weirdo pulled out some hoses and mechanisms. Twisting them in his hands, trying to assemble the device without a blueprint, he grudgingly waggled his head and whole body, periodically misconnecting the elements to each other. When he finally got the fixings sorted out, the man happily tossed up his arms and was immediately punched in the shoulder by a disgruntled neighbor, who had gotten his head hit tangentially.

The inept mechanic took one part of his build and, with a winning look, shoved it down his pants, rubbing it there with his hand for a while. This scene caused a succession of outrages among the other passengers, some shouting, some covering their own and their children’s eyes, and some, like Ir’s neighbor, laughing out loud. The bizarre individual, paying no attention to anyone, finished his manipulations, hopped a few times on the spot, moved from side to side, and, contented with himself, pulled the hoses up, casually running his fingers over his nose. Next, he put the mask on his face, pulled out a flask of purple liquid, and slowly injected it into the opening of the frontal overlay. A couple of moments later, a purple haze filled the inside of his headgear, and an acrid smell of feces escaped through the valves with a slight whistle, which immediately spread throughout the cabin. The man’s body convulsed several times, his head fell on its side, and his arms went limp.

“He passed out,” said Ir’s neighbor.

“What was that?” Ir asked, stressing every word.

“It’s a homemade spacesuit with a sleeping solution. And not a simple one, but with a system of, so to speak, drainage and recycling of human waste into steam, which will allow this weirdo to replenish the lost moisture throughout the flight, and…”

Before the companion could finish his speech, four men in law enforcement uniforms burst into the spacecraft cabin. They pulled their weapons forward and moved along the rows, scanning each passenger. Once they got to Ir’s seatmate, he subtly looked to the side, pointing to the nervous young woman nearby, and nodded lightly. The officers simultaneously turned and surrounded the poor soul. She unquestioningly complied, followed the law enforcers, and disappeared forever.

“I told you. A traitor!” the man said rather loudly.

The lights blinked several times, and the loudspeakers sounded the call for the passengers to prepare for takeoff. Ir sat there, clutching onto her seat, as the engines started up louder. The cabin was filled with hot, stuffy air, which put a few drops of sweat on her forehead and made it hard to breathe. Ir squeezed her eyes shut as tightly as she could and counted down along with the voice from the loudspeaker. Inhaling sharply, she compressed her lungs and felt her body sink and get sucked into the seat. She tried to imagine herself as part of the ship and was afraid to move. Gradually, her body relaxed. The ventilation system seemed to switch over and start working with increased flow. It got easier to breathe.

“The worst is over! You are already in space. Only seven and a half sevohours of leisure left,” said the neighbor. “Rest!”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Ir fixed her hair with vigorous movements, smoothing the tousled ones into place. It had been quite some time since she had returned from her trip to Jantz. On Grad, everything remained the same, but she had changed a lot during that time.

Previously, Ir could not imagine spending even a day away from home, but now she was convinced that not only could she do it, but also enjoyed it. New encounters, different places, and exciting activities—she had seen and done so much. How she craved to stay in the incredible world, where she first felt truly alive!

She even took an interest in mysterious research by Heshum, a Jantzian woman she had met on the first day on the planet of the offbeat scientists. Ir wished to be present at the moment of her triumph and to be the first to congratulate the professor for her discovery, or maybe one day to accomplish her own.

Despite all the entreaties, Ir decided to return to Grad, to the planet where there were no prospects or opportunities, but there was he, the man her heart longed for.

Once off the spaceship, she avoided him. Ir asked herself a thousand times why she was doing that, since she only came back for him, but could not admit that she actually was afraid of their first meeting. Ir dreaded telling Stan her deepest dream that the next time they should leave Grad together forever. She expected him to say ‘No’ flatly.

When the desire to see Stan was over the edge and hiding from him and herself was no longer viable, she set a day and stepped over her latent fears. I’ll tell him when he’s ready. We have our whole lives ahead of us, Ir thought and climbed up the stairs of her dugout.

The back alleys of the familiar city, a wasteland with an endless array of fences of all different sizes and heights stretched across the skyline. Behind each fence was one or more slabs bearing the name of the owner of the enclosed territory. Grad differed from other celestial bodies in the way structures were built, as in the vast majority of other planets’ cities, buildings rose upward. Because of the fierce winds on Grad, the lack of quality adhesive materials and, consequently, their costliness, conventional houses with roofs and windows were non-existent. People bought plots and dug their own underground dwellings. To keep the temperature, the walls were covered on the inside with a thick layer of viscous clay, which, besides thermal insulation, served an aesthetic purpose, creating a cozy ambiance in the house.

Even the wealthiest people of Grad lived in cellars, which on the outside differed only in the size of the occupied territory and the security squads on its perimeter. Yet rumors swirled that even kings and rulers of other planets would envy the interiors of underground mansions. This hidden wealth of the Grad elite contributed to social inequality since the poor could not imagine the scale of opulence and elegance of luxury homes, and thus they had no real reason to feel discontented or disadvantaged.

How many times had the unwise oligarchs of other, liberal planets built fences too low, and got caught in the furious hands of plebeians who wanted to claim their ill-gotten luxuries? And the wealthy of Grad enjoyed cozying up in secret palaces and only lived on display outside their home planet, where no one knew their faces. Ordinary Grads, of course, speculated that the ruling elite must be super rich, for, after all, there is a class division in any modern society, but they were never interested in the extent of affluence, the profundity of the income gap between them, which way money was earned, which tenders were won, and which taxes were reallocated.

From year to year, from generation to generation, simpletons were drummed into their heads that the elite knew better, that there were issues beyond the ordinary person’s grasp, that politics and public administration were practically criminal—dirt, which a righteous person could never get rid of for the rest of their life. As a result, the nobility succeeded in creating a system where the plebs had no interest in dealing with public issues, hence there were no revolutions on the planet. A principle of life where everyone had only to look after themselves and stay out of everyone else’s business.

It was impressive that the leaders managed to accomplish this with minimal losses. The balance was achieved; the people were satisfied. Meanwhile, political scientists and sociologists from other planets persistently wondered if they should open the eyes of the poor. For example, if a person is oppressed but feels no external coercion or exploitation, and feels reasonably comfortable. Revealing the truth to the sufferer can condemn him to the terrible torment of dissatisfaction with himself and society. So what is more humane in this case—to live oppressed but not feel it, or to find out that you are being used and cease to be content forever?

On her way from point A to point B, every terrace, every street corner was familiar to Ir, and sent shuddering little hammers tapping through her chest. She tried to contain the growing excitement, but each step reverberated with anxiety throughout her body, leaving a string of winding footprints on the road. It had been several weeks since she had returned home. Nothing had changed in the settlement, or on the planet in general. Though this year’s thunderstorm season had been particularly severe and lasted longer than usual.

While traveling on Jantz, she saw lightning, thunder, and rain for the first time as part of a single atmospheric phenomenon. That day, with everyone around her rushing for shelter, she went outside, spread her arms apart, and, grinning, stood silently, enjoying the natural cataclysm. The tropical downpour had her soaked to the skin in an instant, but it took a long time before she could bring herself back inside. As the bolts of lightning played in the sky and the peals of thunder shook every living thing, Ir experienced genuine, heartbreaking happiness, rather than fear, as if she had received long-awaited news from home, where thunder was the obligatory final element of the upcoming season.

Since there was no water on Grad, there was no precipitation as such, so dry thunderstorms were common during periods of high temperatures and low relative humidity. This phenomenon in ancient times caused great distress in people. No wonder they eventually saw it as a divine symbol and bestowed it with mythical properties. Dry thunderstorms became a sign of the greatness of Perfes, the one god of Grads, the thunderer, the god of fire, the patron saint of warriors and miners.

According to believers, thunderstorms on all the planets of Noom were one of the credible proofs of the very existence of the god, as well as his physical presence in the universe and his infinite greatness. Humankind felt superior in many matters, learned to harness the power of the wind, turning it into energy, prevented and dealt with landslides, and even managed to extract water from the air. But thunder was invincible, it seemed impossible to tame it.

Ir stopped. In front of her was the very terrace she had pictured so many times in her dreams before falling asleep. As she opened the padlock and passed through the familiar gate, she felt as if she had gone back for gradomonths, when life had seemed easy and beckoned with adventure. She was very nervous, rattled her hands a few times, and reached for the hatch. It turned out to be locked. Her mind was immediately filled with uncomfortable, frustrating and disturbing thoughts. Maybe he doesn’t live here anymore? What if he has someone else? Or maybe he doesn’t want to see me?

Ir nervously rubbed her left shoulder with the transmitter. Buried in thought, she squatted down, hugged her legs tightly, and lowered her head. She scolded herself for being foolish, tactless, and naive, for having wasted her time and fantasized too much, that Stan had missed her a lot during her absence, that he was ready to take their relationship to the next level and finally speak his feelings out loud. Her insecurities kept nagging her he might have had someone else in the meantime; after all, they had not parted on a friendly note. But at the same time, Ir could not bring herself to do anything, as if something held her in place and would not let her desert.

An inner struggle tormented her soul. Excessive self-confidence and hope came into critical conflict with the shy side of her personality. Thoughts shifted at the speed of light. I can’t call him, but I can’t just leave either. I’d rather wait for him. Let him laugh at me, and maybe then all my feelings will finally evaporate and I’ll be free! The wind grew stronger. Ir involuntarily trembled and shivered. Flies kept aiming at her face, and she had to toss them frantically aside. Dizzy, she pulled a cigarette from the pocket of her winter coat. There was a flash in the darkness. Inhale. Lungs filled with poisonous smoke. Exhale.

It was tough to farm on a planet that lacked fertile soil, so they erected multi-step greenhouses where fertile crops were slowly and strenuously cultivated in the normal environment, requiring little care. After centuries of many unfortunate attempts to grow something refined, Grads got used to the scanty set of available products and cultivated yet another trait convenient to the government—unpretentiousness. But despite the outright limited farming, there was one crop among others that caught on best and grew fondly on Grad.

It was a low-quality zyfra, a herb belonging to the edible, easy-to-grow plant family. Its maturation period was only a few weeks, and, given the peculiar climate of the planet, it was possible to sow immediately after the harvest. The fruits and stems of the zyfra were hung to dry in the open air for one or two days, after which it was slightly moistened, sprayed with chemical vapors in the gas chambers and chopped on the crumbling machines. The fragrant mixture was then packed in special barns and shipped to markets as thin cigarettes. The tubers, in turn, were one of the key and cheapest staples in the diet of Grads. Meanwhile, the clever ones learned how with repeated heat treatment to convert the plant into a combustible liquid, namely alcohol.

Zyfra was a symbol and a curse for the inhabitants of Grad, because every one of full age drank and smoked there, seeking refuge in unhealthy habits. Cigarettes and alcohol were the most common items traded there, often used to pay debts or barter for valuables brought from other planets.

Stan was returning home after his shift, walking slowly, as usual, swinging his arms from side to side. In the distance, on the terrace of his home, he saw a familiar silhouette. The pose of the figure immediately made the veins in his wrists and temples throb.

“No… That’s not her… That can’t be her…” he said and took a step closer.

Stan straightened the collar of his coat, ran his hands over his shoulders as if to relieve them of the burden, removed and shook off his cap, put it back on, and exhaled with his whole chest. Watching every micro-movement of the individual in the distance, he became more and more convinced that he knew this person like no other. In the short distance that remained, he had to force himself to calm down, to achieve self-control, to erase all excitement so that by no means would the one waiting for him in the distance feel a hearty fever. Ir must be here to laugh at me. Came back to torment me again. But I won’t let her do that, thought Stan.

Slowing down a bit, he shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and walked casually through the last stretch of the path. Ir, hearing the footsteps, turned around and saw an approaching figure. There was no doubt that it was him. Hasn’t changed a bit, she thought. But at least he came alone. Ir rose to her feet, which were a little stiff from the uncomfortable position. She almost fell forward as her legs grew numb. Stumbling and twitching, her gait seemed hopelessly ridiculous. Ir was ready to sink into the earth to avoid the wisecracks, which, of course, followed immediately.

“You are, as always, breathtakingly graceful!” Stan said through laughter and thought, What’s wrong with me? Why am I saying this?

Ir laughed, walked over to the fence, and leaned on it to close the gate. Her reaction freed him from the anguish of self-pity. It immediately melted the ice and the nervous tension between them.

“Thank you! I’ve missed your compliments.” She was trying to be as sarcastic as possible, though, in reality, it was the cry of a longing heart.

Stan walked up to her and looked down at her lovely pearl-like light gray eyes, at her blonde hair thrown back, at the dearest tattoos (three small dots above each eyebrow and a larger one in her cleft chin), felt her scent—the sweetest aroma mixed with dry floral soap and bitter zyfra. Ir lifted her head and looked back at Stan with hope and tenderness. There was a moment of silence that lasted an eternity. Both felt the same way—the heart burned with fire, the thought was going through the head, Take the first step, take the first step! But the body, trapped by anxiety and the risk of rejection, did not move. Stan broke from this silent battle and looked away first, shifting from foot to foot and stepping back a little. Ir became frustrated, feeling a creeping attack of grief and resentment, realizing that Stan had never found his courage during their time apart.

“You promised you’d be back after the thunderstorm season, and now it’s winter.” He tried to start a conversation, fearing that his indecisiveness would make Ir leave. And more than anything, he wanted to keep her close to him and never let her go.

“That’s when I came back,” said Ir.

“Why did it take you so long to show up?”

“Why didn’t you ever try to contact me?”

Stan quickly pulled out a cigarette and lit it up. The least he wanted to do right now was sort things out. He’d waited so long for the moment when they would finally meet, replayed their conversation in his head a thousand times, and in none of those imaginary scenarios was there a fight over nothing. Stan couldn’t understand how she could question why he hadn’t gotten in touch. Why did he even have to call? She was the one who left him, she left him alone, she put herself above their relationship. How could he have called her? What if she had met someone out there, on one of those distant planets where men are taller, prettier, more statuesque, and richer?

“Don’t answer… You might tell the truth,” Ir said. “How’s your job? Did you get a promotion?”

“Yes,” said Stan, proudly pointing his index finger at the circles on his shoulder marks. “I’m a peall now.”

“Congratulations! You’ve earned it!” Ir patted him on the shoulder.

Their hands clashed, and there was another awkward pause with shy glances between them. A gentle touch that they didn’t want to interrupt. Ir took a step toward him, pushed her legs against the fence, and pressed her parted with desire lips to his. An innocent kiss with as much love and passion as her overwhelmed soul could give out. The long-awaited union of two people through the barrier of the low paling of the terrace, in the deep darkness of Grad at night, with Rhea and Sev illuminated by Noom in the distance, with the rushing wind that ruffled their clothes, with the loud banging in one of the nearby factories, it all looked so sweet and naive. The most picturesque sets, the strongest human feelings, the most narcissistic and insecure people in the universe.

Without taking his lips off hers, Stan opened the lock on the fence with one hand and finally removed that ridiculous wall between them. Completely enveloping and engulfing her, he thought, Never, ever let her go again.

Ir leaned back and closed her eyes; she was spirited, happy, and relaxed. Stan was lying beside her and, glowing from within, but keeping a stern face, he didn’t take his eyes off her. She was a little embarrassed, always believing that her imperfect shape was even more compromised when she lay on her back—her double chin sticking out, her thighs showing fat marbles, her breasts sagging apart and her stomach sinking to the sides. Stan ran his fingers along her body, and Ir, feeling the touch, jerked his hand aside.

“Don’t,” she whispered.

“Come on, you know how wonderful you are. No beauty in our universe is worth a dimple or a bump on your body.” Stan kissed her tenderly, not realizing that this turn of phrase fluttered Ir more than the sweetest confession of love.

She ran her hand over his shaved bald head and placed her palm on his left cheek, where a tattoo symbolizing courage and protection lined the side of his face from top to bottom, like a sturdy wall of overlapping rectangles. Ir examined it with interest, taking a closer look as if she’d noticed a change in it. Stan, catching her curious gaze, waited for her to finally admit her defeat and ask her question.

“I don’t understand what’s different,” Ir said at last.

“Did you notice? I added some whirlwinds.”

“To honor Perfes?”

“Well, who else? There is one true god!”

“You do realize that different planets believe in different gods.” She leaned her head to the side.

And Stan, who was capturing the subtleties of her behavior more than ever today, knew at once that Ir’s imagination was already painting beautiful pictures in her mind, and prepared to dive into them, stretching out in a line.

Ir asked, “Can you imagine if people didn’t live as they do now, scattered around Noom, but on the same planet? Do you think they would’ve tried to maintain their identity, or they would’ve become a huge nation—a nation of ‘humans?’ And how would they agree on which god to believe in or which higher powers to worship?”

“I think the strongest nation would’ve defeated everyone and forced them to live by their own rules.”

Ir threw a disappointed glance and shook her head. “You’re all about power, as usual!”

“What else could it be? That’s what people are.”

“Yeah,” Ir said dreamily. “Maybe you’re right. War would probably be a permanent thing on this miserable planet, and wouldn’t end until one worldview overcame all others.”

“And there would be endless bloodshed in the name of spreading the only remaining righteous faith. Still, I can’t imagine that different peoples could coexist together in large groups.”

“What about Rhea? Or Sev? People from different planets can feel free there. Or is it about the critical mass of people? It turns out that having a wide diversity of minorities is easier to keep the balance than it is to keep the identity of a small group in the overwhelming majority.”

“I think it is. If there’d been one tiny settlement, that poor pathetic bunch would’ve easily been wiped off the face of the planet with no one noticing.”

“But I don’t want to live in a world where power decides everything! I want people to learn how to respect each other and how to compromise,” said Ir. “Do you think Perfes actually created us?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course, he did! Do you doubt it?” Stan got surprised and looked at the dangling pendant on her chest, which Ir habitually took off whenever she came to him, but this time, she did not bother doing it.

“Yes,” said Ir after a little while, and then looked up at the ceiling. “It’s so strange that every planet has a different opinion on this. If god really exists, why is he not the same for everyone? And it’s not just about appearance, it’s also about the abilities he’s given, and everyone believes in him differently. And which of them is right? Maybe there is a god in all of us, and he is called conscience? And how we came into the world… Why are there so many theories? It’s as if they’re trying to confuse us on purpose! You know this is often used by dishonest journalists. When they want to hide the truth, they deliberately throw a lot of versions to make it harder to figure things out. What if they did that to explain our origins?”

“There is only one teaching on Grad… What do you believe in, then? Autogenesis? Alien systems?”

“I think the theory of alikeness is the closest to me. It’s the most mysterious!”

According to this concept, humans used to live together on one planet, because the others in their system were uninhabitable. Mankind, following the perpetual quest for self-destruction, ruined its home and was forced to leave it. As they wandered between other worlds in space, they discovered the Noom system, with its many suitable planets for a comfortable life. But the relocation occurred so long ago that there is no physical trace of the first humans, only their descendants have inherited the best and worst of them.

“We call all the inhabitants of the Noom system humans for a reason,” said Ir. “It means that even though we all look different, we still think of everyone as similar to one another.”

“I don’t know… I don’t see the logic. We use the word ‘human’ to define cosmic identity, nothing more. It has nothing to do with the creation of the world.”

“Well, that seems to me to be the most important thing of all!”

“Compare us to the people of Impo, Sev, and Jantz. We’re totally different.”

“Yes, we have different skin colors, different body features, but if you take a broader look, you’ll see that, in fact, we’re the same. We have two arms, two legs, a heart, and lungs. And look at the human characters. You won’t find a single nation in the entire world that is made up exclusively of just one personality archetype. There is no planet on which there are only quiet people or, vice versa, only villains. Even take our Grad! Though they try to make a warrior nation of us, they teach us to shoot and to hate outsiders since childhood, but it’s only a shell; not everyone chooses a military career.”

“That’s because not everyone can pass the special training and exam.”

“Nope. Dig deeper! It’s because, on a subconscious level, not everyone can hurt others. Nature’s poise is a balance of aggression and pacifism. For one villain, there is bound to be a worthy antipode. If we were all leaders and villains, we would destroy ourselves in a couple of years,” said Ir.

“I’m in the military, after all. That doesn’t mean I’m bad. Don’t make me out to be a villain. I love my homeland, and I want to defend it. What if someone attacks our planet? Then I will have to do all I can to stop them, even if it means killing them. But I will not be a murderer. That’s different. That’s my duty.”

“And if you’re ordered to attack? Would you be the aggressor?”

“We are not aggressors. We will never start a war for no reason. If we are ordered to attack, it means there is a good reason, a threat to the safety of my fellow citizens or the planet, and it is my duty to protect them. We don’t shoot our own kind!”

Ir rose on her elbow and rested her chin on Stan’s chest. His banality and straightforwardness seemed primitive to her, confirming the concept of a diverse society.

There must be such simple commoners, ready to follow rulins and obey their commands without challenging or questioning them. No ruler like the Emperor of Grad wants to control the people who can think, so all is done to make sure that they need to strain their brains as little as possible. The fundamental problem with this method of governance is that, no matter how you look at it, those willing to do science should remain, for its crisis could later turn into a major setback compared to the neighboring planet-states. So how to keep this balance of educating generations, how to train to feel the boundary of the permitted and never cross it? It turns out that one can either make education as inaccessible and redundant as possible so that there would not be too many thinkers in society, or establish a completely different approach to it.

Option number two became preferred on Grad. The state popularized the so-called exact sciences, championing the cult of concreteness and fundamentality. The planet’s leaders determined that the more people engaged in creativity and exploration of the human personality, the more they asked unwanted questions. Thus, it was decided from infancy to establish a direction of thought, which would then grow in the individual as an axiom. The only correct teaching method was not to teach a person to think, analyze, and invent, but to cram and improve what had been created.

To be born on the planet with a cult of the middlebrow is to suppress one’s curiosity, inquisitiveness, and uniqueness from the womb. “Don’t stand out; that might get attention. You are part of the structure and should think of the system first, not yourself. You have no talents, so don’t try to pretend to be someone you’re not.” These words were the motto in Ir’s family, as well as in the rest of the ordinary Grad households. Everyone knew that under no circumstances should one be different, for it was strange and wrong. It was fraught with public scrutiny, and therefore with the attention of law enforcement (one of the most dangerous branches of the military that handled internal investigations on the planet). If one accidentally became the target of such interest, someday they might find themselves and their relatives in a penal camp, or not be found alive at all.

Ir took Stan’s medallion, resting on his chest, and rubbed the symbol of the god of thunder and war between her fingers.

“Why did Perfes create the other planets?”

“What do you mean, why? To show his capabilities, because Perfes is a creator. So that we celebrate his power.”

“That’s pretty selfish, to do something, not for the good of others, but to show your power and to be revered. Don’t you think so?”

“And we’re all selfish in his image. And what does your theory of alikeness say?” asked Stan.

“That we are all members of the same species, which eventually evolved and gained unique features after settling on different planets. Here we are, for example, Grads. Our skin is very pale because of the lack of light. We are small in stature, can see well in the dark and are not used to bright light, so when we leave Grad, we must wear goggles to protect our eyes. And all inhabitants of the planets have such features. It’s just that people have evolved differently depending on their location in the Noom system.”

“I can’t comprehend it. I don’t believe in the evolution of such a superior creature as a human being. We are too different in appearance, we live by different concepts, and again, we believe in different gods.”

“You only see differences…” Ir looked away.

“And you only see the similarities!”

“Because I don’t like the concept of xenophobia. You take two children and convince the first one that friendship, companionship, and respect are what make you happy, and tell the second one, day after day, that the world is cruel and you have to be prickly to survive.”

“The first will grow up to be a slob and a wimp, and the second a powerful warrior.” Stan’s entire body perked up.

“The first will live a joyful life, while the second will seek hidden agenda in everything and shun human intimacy, unable to trust anyone or anything.”

“The first will face the cruelty of the world and crumble, while the second will be prepared for hardships and will overcome them.”

“So maybe that’s why the world is cruel: everyone raises rock-hard individuals. And suppose humanity learned ways to evolve with their brains and not just their bodies. In that case, we could probably just enjoy this awesome world without wars.”

“Our harsh reality is that your ideal world is a fantasy. A human will always desire to control someone and show power.” Stan got agitated and raised his voice.

“It turns out the purpose of our existence is in the self-centeredness preached by our religion?”

“A man is born alone, dies alone, and lives to satisfy his needs and desires.”

“I don’t like it when people say that! Ask any mother. Not a single one of them will tell you that man is born alone. This nonsense was clearly made up by an egoist, a man, an introvert, and most likely to justify his reluctance to open up to people.” Ir was downhearted.

“Why, then, did humans come into the world?”

“Maybe it just happened that way? You know, an unfortunate atom collision. And instead of enjoying the provided opportunities and life itself, we make ourselves the center of the universe.”

“Do you think humanity has no purpose or mission?” Stan cast a blank stare into the depths of the room and hovered over the sudden thought that had popped in his head.

Ir chuckled a little. To hear such words from the mouth of a loyal soldier of the homeland, whose life consisted of following orders, was tantamount to being in the midst of the earthquake as the world crumbled.

“We cannot exist without meaning.” Stan was quick to realize, blinking a few times and glancing at Ir. “Meaning gives value to life. It seems to me that humanity would go mad if we lacked purpose and calling.”

“That’s why we need faith,” said Ir. “Whoever came up with religion clearly did so with good intentions, but it worked out just like everything else. How many people are there now among our fellow citizens who call themselves Perfecians, but do not observe the rituals, do not know all the covenants, and only wear a symbol on their chest and twirl their arm? Just because you were born on Grad doesn’t mean you have to be a Perfecian by birth. Faith is a purely individual choice. You can’t force a person to believe.”

Stan stroked Ir’s airy hair and smiled. The tall tales she romanticized always amused him greatly. He had never understood why Ir filled her ordinary life with mystical things and paired it all with endless tragedy. She dreamed of a perfect, pristine world, yet colored the events with depressing overtones.
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Ir couldn’t find her place and wandered back and forth. Yesterday’s news was driving her mad. All the citizens of Grad were informed that the neighboring planet Ktyshan was conducting horrific research on its satellite Ligon, and the only ones willing to stop the destruction of the established peace in the Noom system were the Emperor and his great warriors.

They wouldn’t dare! They wouldn’t do it! was going round and round in her head. Ir glanced at the clock again, grabbed her cigarettes, and, leaping over the steps, rushed outside. She patted her pockets. Finding no lighter with her, Ir picked up two small stones from the ground, brushed them against each other to spit out a spark, and took a couple of deep breaths, filling her lungs with poison.

“A few seconds to go… They won’t… They…” She gazed greedily into the darkness of space, terrified of being wrong.

Ir looked around. It seemed that all the inhabitants of Grad, who were not involved in the special operation, had gone outside and were watching the avant-garde from the ground. There was an almost perfect silence. Even the perpetual engines—the mines, the military, and the industrial factories—stopped making any rumbling noises for a few moments, and went into a silent vibration mode that made her body and everything around her shudder.

“Look!” One of Ir’s neighbors was sticking a finger up to draw attention to the odd flash in the darkness. “They really did blow up Ligon…” the man said on an exhale, as he tried to process what was happening. A shriek with a distinctly triumphant undertone escaped his lips. “Hail Perfes! Glory to the Emperor! Glory to the great warriors of Grad!”

The crowds supported the victory cry with shouts, applause, throwing their hands in the air, and whirling dances in honor of their beloved god.

“They dared…” Ir lit a second cigarette and continued to stare at the sky.

Struck by missiles, Ligon was spreading out longingly in different directions of the universe. One could see how the blast wave shook Ktyshan and threw it slightly up as if displacing it from its orbit. A large part of the natural satellite was hurtling straight toward its nearest neighbor, intent on destroying its donor planet. Several warships flew toward the fragment from Ktyshan, whose task was to shatter the remains of Ligon into small particles with their weapons.

The Emperor of Grad watched as a small celestial body was struck by his order, and it thrilled him utterly. None of the current rulers would ever take such a step, and he, the Emperor, could. Humans had stopped attacking each other and destroying space objects for more than a few hundred sevoyears. He believed that today’s sovereigns had gotten too weak. And instead of becoming legends, building the present and making their planets great, other rulers worried about the lives of ordinary people—and that’s no way to go down in history!

The official narrative justifying the attack, which was reported from every loudspeaker on the planet, was that they were developing high-tech weapons that posed a danger to Grads’ lives. This was partly true; scientific tests were indeed constantly being carried out on Ligon, but there was no evidence that the developed instruments could be used against Grad. For the Emperor to issue a devastating order, even a minor hint, the possibility that someone in the universe would attempt to excel in military affairs more than the nation of warriors, was enough. Hence, the decision on Ligon was made lightning-fast and irrevocably, as soon as the intelligence data had been obtained. Among other things, the Emperor intended to put an end to a number of issues by his act: not only to disarm his closest neighbor but also to probe how prepared the rest of the world was for his rough game. And so far, everything was going just as he had imagined.

The strongest winds rose. Numerous army starships simultaneously soared from nearby Grad bases and, gradually overcoming the resistance of the atmosphere, joined in endless rows to form an intricate battle order. Ir was afraid to look away. Somewhere up there, in one of those fraternal ships of the defenders, was Stan, pointing his muzzle toward the enemy, ready to shoot and jump into action at any moment. She ran her eyes over the sky, scouring every azhyun of it, witnessing firsthand the central historical event of the era.

A massive fragment of Ligon, illuminated by Noom, collided with a cluster of other debris. It abruptly changed trajectory and, spinning in the opposite direction, accelerated toward Grad. Like clockwork, about twenty starships simultaneously approached it from everywhere. The remaining defenders slid in a victorious whirlwind dance as if echoing their counterparts on Grad, moving to the beat, shifting their positions to new areas.

A waterfall of light flooded the darkness. Not a moment of downtime seemed to elapse between the shots. The military faced an immense, complex task. If part of the satellite had fallen on civilian infrastructure and damaged facilities, taking the lives of several dozen people along with it, nobody would have noticed. But, given that the gradian-mining and industrial facilities were densely located throughout the planet, forming the centers of most settlements, the destruction could have entailed a halt to extraction and production, and therefore to money-making. Failing one reservoir of wealth accumulation could be pictured as an open wound and was tantamount to a loss.

The emotional chanting of the people gradually subsided. They turned their eyes back to the show above. The incongruity of the sound with the visuals was very disconcerting. Abrupt flashes, the endless foreign objects in orbit were at odds with the silence on Grad, which was filled only by the familiar rumble of the mines. The absence of screeches, murmurs, and clattering made the drama incomplete, generating a surge of observers’ fantasies. It’s a good thing space absorbs sound, Ir thought. Ktyshan should be humming with howls right now. And those blasts? And the thunder from the clashing remains?

“Look how they defend us! Glory to the Emperor! Glory to the great warriors of Grad!” Someone in the neighborhood cheered.

Ir saw how the once huge fragment had turned into a massive grayish-beige cloud of dust, enveloping the warships in particles. And they stood still, as if afraid to move, driven into the abyss of the sandstorm.

Red beacons lit up at the quarries and factories. Throughout Grad, sirens blared, repeating two simple sentences, “Attention! All residents must take cover immediately!”

Ir dropped her unextinguished cigarette and jumped into her dugout. Closing the hatch behind her, she heard the heavy rocks thudding against it. Staying seated on the ladder, Ir listened to what was going on up there. Boulders were falling from the sky like hail, which she believed were a dozen or so azhyuns in size. The sounds of the hits on the ceiling came in waves, periodically letting up in complete silence. It seemed as if someone were scooping up a massive bucket of cobblestones, dumping them on people, and then walking away to the well of stones for another batch.

“So scary! Good thing my parents are in the mine. They’re safe there.” Ir nervously rubbed the corner of her lips. “I can’t be alone… What if something happens? I’d better head to Stan. I’ll be waiting for him at home.”

Ir put on her boots, carelessly tightened her raincoat with a belt, threw a hood on, as if it created a protective field, climbed to the edge of the steps and lurked. After another salvo rattled the surface, she jumped out and darted off down the familiar route. There was not a soul on the street, but there were plenty of those maimed to death. Some lucky ones had their heads bashed in by the boulders, sparing them long agony and rewarding their suffering in life. The rising dust made her cough heavily; an unfamiliar smell of burning hit her nose. She jumped over other people’s fences, skirted corpses and large pieces of debris, and hurried to point B, hoping to make it before another rockfall.

In the desolate expanse of the sandstorm, the red beacons lit up, and the siren sounded again. I won’t make it… Will it all end like this? A hopeless thought flashed through her mind. From afar, the noise of an imminent inferno was slowly approaching; hordes of killer rocks were flying from the sky like swarms of supersonic drones.

“You idiot! You’re going to get killed! Come here!”

Ir turned around at the voice. A few paces away, she saw an elevated trapdoor with an older man’s head sticking out of it. He waved at her with all his might, signaling her to run toward him. She rushed to the rescuer and barely had time to jump inside the dugout. Ir witnessed the horror of the manmade cataclysm in the slowly shrinking gap of the hatch. Sheeting rain of rocks of various shapes and sizes rapidly pounded against all surfaces of Grad, leaving pits in the ground and bouncing upward with a rumbling thud. The latch closed.

The smell of shabby things, unwashed bodies, and fermented zyfra hit her nose. Two elderly people were in the room when Ir turned around. The man who had saved her life was well on in years. His entire body was covered with the common geometric tattoos of a Grad citizen, with each one deliberately inked and accompanied by a remarkable life story. He moved with enough agility for his age to cause a slight dissonance. His face, riddled with wrinkles, expressed dismay, and his chin quivered slightly as if the man were endlessly picking up words in his head and about to say something.

In the back of the room, on a couch, sat a granny, about the same age, whose body was struggling noticeably worse with oldness. Her head was covered with a cloth, her garments were ancient and badly stained, and her sagging cheeks were covered with the scorched black ash symbols of worship to the one god and the Emperor. She stared at the news projection at the table, rocked from side to side, and murmured soft prayers to Perfes for the salvation of his servants.

TV broadcasting was adored on Grad. In all houses, regardless of their wealth, there was at least one projection device that served as an integral part of the interior. It was usually built into the dining table, where it had a guest of honor seat. Such devices in some homes worked around the clock, going silent only at bedtime. That was why in most households, the projections were basically part of the family—the relative, whose words were undeniably believed and obeyed. And how could you turn away from someone who was constantly there for you, instilling the right thoughts, talking about how unjust life was, sitting at the same table and listening to your grievances without starting an argument?

Ir remained seated on the steep staircase, with her head slightly down from embarrassment.

“Thank you! If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be here. What is your name?” she asked.

“You are welcome!” the old man said. “I am Vale Bar. And are you crazy? You saw what was going on! Why did you go outside?”

“I was so frightened to be by myself… I must get to him now…” Ir said, fidgeting as if she were planning an escape route.

“Get where? Who is he?”

Ir looked up silently and made a sign with her hand, the way Grad warriors usually greeted each other.

“She’s crazy for sure! And how do you plan to get to him?” Vale said and shook his head. “He is defending Grad. And your job is to hold still. I won’t let you go anywhere unless it’s safe! Come, sit with Elatha.” He pointed to his wife as he took a seat by the hatch.

Ir complied and sank down on the couch next to the old lady. She suddenly turned her head toward the guest, smiled with her wrinkled mouth, blinked as if to nod a greeting, and turned back to the projection. A young man—the news anchor—was flourishing his arms wide, periodically rising from his chair and speaking vividly to Grads about the efforts of the combatants. The speech was accompanied by vivid pictures around the table and behind the reporter’s back, showing elements of the special operation with spaceships flying by, explosions, and the scattering remains of Ligon. Ir placed her hands in her laps, sighed, and dipped her head.

“Is he a rookie?” Vale asked, getting back into the room and holding the hatch ajar.

“No. He was recently promoted to peall,” Ir said with pride.

“Well done! Then he is a good warrior! Be proud to be near such a man.”

“Our Dre is a peall too!” said Elatha, leaning toward Ir.

“Yes!” Vale seconded her. “There are five of ours over there!” He opened the hatch wider and peered at the sky. “Elatha and I did a good job! We brought up some splendid warriors! Our oldest son made a rank of rulin, and the youngest made vokon! Two more grandsons joined the army.”

“And Izal…” Elatha said.

“And little Izal! She’s so brave too! The defender of Grad!”

Silence fell upon the room. Vale kept peering out of the hatch, assessing the situation outside. What if another soul like Ir was on the street and needed cover? Another siren sounded. Ensuring no one was around, he rattled the hatch shut and crouched on the steps.

“Why did they blow up Ligon…” Ir said, looking past the projection with special effects to a spot on the stone wall of her temporary shelter.

“Darling! What kind of nonsense is that? They had no other choice! You know all too well! Why did Ktyshan get involved in the research? If we hadn’t gotten ahead of them, their weapons would have turned toward Grad. Oh, our great planet! It is the dream of every person living in our system!”

Several stones fell from the ceiling, almost intentionally, and hit the floor with a thud. The dugout was so old that it was falling apart before their eyes.

“So why shouldn’t they be allowed to do research? That is what a human being exists for. To develop oneself, abilities, and knowledge. To become better and smarter.”

“You are still young and foolish, and you know nothing,” said Vale. “Ktyshans were making weapons to use against us, not to evolve. Because they hate Grad and seek to destroy it! And they want to make us their slaves, to exterminate our men and turn our women into concubines.”

“And why are you so certain about it?”

“Well, everyone knows about it. And you’re shallow if you don’t understand simple things. Stick to your peall. He can probably educate you about life.”

There was no point in arguing with the old folks. Ir’s divergent views could have aroused too much suspicion. A feeling of powerlessness dispersed throughout her body. She cast a glance at the presenter’s image.

“Did you know that you have to pay for television on some planets?” Ir asked.

“What kind of nonsense is that?” Elatha woke out of trance and stared at Ir. “And how they get the news?”

“Ah!” Vale stretched out. “That’s why they are so small-minded. They don’t know what’s happening in the world, because they don’t watch the programs. Who will educate them, if not television?”

“Not at all…” said Ir. “People there value their time and filter the information they get. Who would enjoy watching nonsense and negativity for their hard-earned money?”

“What sane person would pay for television?” Vale could not calm down.

“For our television? No one. But it’s possible to make one that isn’t a shame or a pity to pay a diar for,” said Ir.

Vale shook his head, denying what he had heard. The noises outside subsided, and he returned to his observation posture. It seemed that Grad was no longer in danger. The cosmic snipers returned to the planet’s airspace waiting for the next command.

“That’s it, darling! The rockfall is no longer expected. You can go to your beloved.”

Ir said goodbye to Elatha and climbed up the stairs on all fours after Vale.

“You are a good girl, but you are deceived about many things. Hold on to your peall, you’ll get lost without him…” he said with pity.

Ir thanked him for the shelter and advice, promised to consider his words, and slowly went on her way, puffing on the smoke. Nice silly people, thought Ir.




It took a while for Stan to return from the mission. He knew from the pile of dust around the hatch that Ir must be inside, waiting for his return. He forcefully pulled it and stepped through the opening. Glancing over the room, Stan found Ir asleep on the couch. That’s my girl! Waiting for me! She sure loves me! A cocky smile hung on his lips, and his heart started pounding boastfully. He descended the stairs heavily, making every step unconsciously weightier, cleared his throat loudly, took off his peaked cap, and tossed it on the table. Normally a quiet young man, he couldn’t help but make a lot of noises that day. Ir moved.

“Did I wake you up? Sorry, I didn’t mean to!” he said sassily, without putting any substance into his words and went on with his evening routine.

Ir rubbed her eyes and sat up, hugging her knees. She looked at Stan, who seemed slightly different but she couldn’t tell what had changed.

“How did it go?” Ir asked, clearing her voice from sleep.

“Didn’t you see? You slept through it all?” Stan nervously hung his shirt on the chair.

“No. I just wanted you to tell me.” Ir stood up and came close to him.

Stan looked down at her, as if he felt not one head taller, but three. His eyes at that moment blazed terrifyingly with superiority, happiness, hatred, and bigotry.

“I was in the crew that was blowing up Ligon. It was something amazing. To know that the peace on Grad depended on you and to protect it. Doing your duty for your state. Being in charge of the shots. Protecting people, you…”

Stan touched her face and ran his fingers down her cheek, her neck, slowly moving lower and lower. The usual gentle touch was leaving a deep, heavy mark that day.

“I’m very upset by what happened. You shouldn’t have done that…”

“What do you mean ‘you shouldn’t have?’ Grad had no other choice. It threatened our safety.” Stan pulled her closer, giving her a lustful look from head to toe.

“I’m not in the mood, I don’t…” She turned away from him. Before she could complete the sentence, Stan suddenly used force and squeezed her tightly, holding her in his arms and wrapping her in voluptuous kisses.

“Not now.” Ir tried to get out of the powerful grip, pushing him away from her, fettering, and covering her body with her hands.

“Now,” said Stan, and carried her to the bed.

A huge black hole was growing in Ir’s soul. She couldn’t fathom why Stan had the nerve to behave this way to her, and where his deference and respect had gone. There was definitely something wrong with him. What was the right thing for her to do in this situation: try to hit him and run away? But he is a man and physically much stronger. And if such an act made him angry, it might drive him even crazier.

She stopped resisting and surrendered entirely to the insistence, hoping that someday she could carve that memory out of her head. Being usually so attentive and affectionate, Stan caused sudden pain that day and only thought of his own pleasure. Stan never once looked at her, squeezing his eyes shut, making monotonous movements and fantasizing in his head. His mind was stupefied. His self-esteem was elevated to the heavens. Why did my beloved make a scene upon the hero’s return? Where are the reverence, rapture, and awe? Why does she not thank me for saving her? Why can’t she be submissive? Why does she have to be forced?

Ir turned away, trying to hold back the tears, repeating to herself, This will soon be over. I am his woman. I love him.

It was over. Stan got out of bed, threw on his underwear, picked up a cigarette, and headed outside in a victorious stride. Ir remained to lie there, curled up in a fetal position. She could no longer control her tears.

“It’s not rape,” she said, sobbing.

Ir tried to convince herself of the deliberately false narrative and justify her lover’s actions and her inaction. A man who once fired a shot will never be the same. Stan had just destroyed with his own hands a satellite of the planet in the Noom system, had just put an end to the scientific research of thousands of people and hundreds of professors at the experimental station, had canceled what had been decades in the making.

The level of self-importance and arrogance increased at the snap of the fingers. The degree of permissibility was pushed forward by makzhyuns. He felt he could do things he’d never imagined before. The outburst of energy and pride that should have found release had occurred, and Ir was its accidental victim. She was telling herself that it wasn’t him, it wasn’t the latent traits of his character that the rage had dragged out.

Most likely, the vast majority of the women and men whose soldier partners returned from the operation today had suffered an episode of aggression. Ir thought of the people who had taken the violence for granted, submitting and praising the victor, and those who had endured coercion and pressure. Understanding the proportions, one could easily calculate the percentage of sick and afflicted individuals for whom terror was not considered a vice, and obtain an equation of the moral degradation of society.

Stan returned inside, lay down beside Ir, and looked at her dotingly. How beautiful she is! he thought, touching her light, thin hair. She involuntarily jerked away from the touch and leaned against the wall without parting her eyelids.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” he whispered. “You look especially beautiful tonight.”

Ir looked up at him silently, trying to convey her feelings with her frightened gaze. He had never taken hints, of course, but this time she hoped with all her heart because she couldn’t speak out loud about the shock. To talk of it was to admit that she was a victim.

“You don’t have to say anything. I’m here for you, and I’ll always protect you.” Stan moved closer to Ir, placing his heavy, muscular hand on her shoulder and back, slipping his fingers down and locking them. He pressed his face into her face. Ir shut her eyes tightly again. Stan had one very odd habit that she had found utterly adorable before. If they happened to fall asleep together, he would always touch his lips to hers, and he didn’t change his position until he drifted off to slumber. He did this unconsciously. He simply felt that at the moment of transition to a state of rest, his body, or rather his soul, needed complete relaxation. And what could be more mind-soothing than the closeness of a loved one?

Ir couldn’t dare move; she felt the flow of undulating air over her lip slow down. She opened her eyes and stared at Stan point-blankly for a long while. What should I do? she thought. Her mind was a complete mess. Fear for her life was tangled with deep feelings and a desire for forgiveness. Could he do this again? By pushing the red button and firing, he went berserk. What will he become if the next time the target is not a depersonalized station, but rather a human being? What would he return like then? Is it possible to live with a soldier who killed while attacking rather than defending? Which is more important: a sense of self-preservation or love? You or your partner?

Ir got up when the projector turned on. She climbed over, awakening Stan, got dressed and silently started making breakfast. The daily duty of cooking, along with cleaning, were the routine tasks of the female population. While ladies worked in mines and factories and served in the military alongside men, sharing household chores between partners was socially unacceptable.

If someone of the stronger sex willingly took over a part of women’s responsibilities, and this became widely known, such a man was considered a wimp and a wuss, unworthy of a strong society. The poor man was ridiculed, humiliated, reprimanded, and could be deprived of liquor or even water vouchers. It was shameful to be in a relationship with such a lowlife, so to avoid making headlines and spoiling their own reputations, women preferred to have nothing in common with these kinds of men.

To help around the house was to liken oneself to a weak woman, who was one by birth, regardless of her physical abilities. An astonishingly structured society in which half the population was taught from day one that you were worse than the other and that you would never be better, no matter how hard you tried, simply because you happened to be born with different genitals.

Ir turned on the machine, took out the leaves brought from Jantz, and brewed yachinuck. Breakfast went on with the incessant babble of the journalist’s projection. Both watched it incessantly, missiles flying across the room and news of yesterday’s triumphs, snacking on the information with boiled zyfra and drinking a hot beverage. After finishing his meal, Stan got up from the table, got dressed, jogged up the stairs, and stopped on the last step.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” he said to her as he leaned over and then hopped up.

Ir was vexedly doing the dishes, engaging in a stiff dialogue with herself, asking the biggest question and not finding the answer, Why is this guy pretending nothing happened?

Rattling the hatch behind her, she approached Stan tense and ready to knock him down with her anger.

“Stan! We need to talk about yesterday!”

He shuddered and trembled at the intonation of her tone as if she’d used a sharp object against the hard ealock surface; only Ir knew how to turn his harmonious name into a squeaky set of whistling sounds. He turned and saw the frowning, panting, flushed girl in front of him. She’s making something up again, he thought. Trying to defuse the bomb so he wouldn’t start the day with another conflict, he gently took her hand and leaned in for a kiss. All of Ir’s fervor evaporated abruptly. There was hope that Stan realized his mistake the day before.

“There’s foam on your cheek, Ir. How did you get the dishes so sloppy?” Stan wiped with his thumb the droplets glistening on her skin.

He hasn’t understood a thing! she thought.

They walked through the streets with traces of yesterday’s accident. There were no more bodies, but debris was everywhere, and puddles of dried black blood swallowed up the light. Ir glanced up at the sky. The warships hovered in the distance. Their number was visibly down from what she had seen before. Stan was walking beside her, holding a cigarette in his teeth, occasionally swatting the flies away.

“It’s kind of strange,” he said. “Another thunderstorm season begins today, and the flies still haven’t gone into hibernation. Damn them!”

Ir chuckled and looked at disgruntled Stan, when suddenly, she saw an obscure object behind him.

“What is it?” She cried in surprise as she pointed somewhere beyond Stan’s back. He turned around at her gesture.

Far on the horizon, somewhere a kanzhyun away from them, several flying things glided in the sky. They seemed to have an unusual triangular shape, somewhat like military fighter jets, but with a different color scheme, appearing bright blue with white stripes on the sides, and with large dark containers attached to their bottom surfaces. The aircraft had elongated oval paths, moving each in their area and not overlapping one another’s zones.

“This is the valley of thunderstorms. What are they doing there? They’re going to crash!” Stan was taken aback.

At his words, the fighters soared up and disappeared into the thunderclouds as if on cue. A few moments later, several lightning bolts flashed, cutting through the void with jagged lines, followed by the familiar peal of thunder that vibrated and rumbled across the surface of Grad. A new blaze caught their attention. Something flashed at the very base of the cloud, but the light didn’t go down as usual; it appeared to dart upward. There was another bang, unnatural, more muffled. The first aircraft flew out of the cloud, and, at the unprecedented speed, it swept over the observers and headed somewhere far away toward the research center.

“That’s odd,” he said. “Let’s hurry, or we’ll be late for exercise.”

Stan grabbed Ir’s hand. A strange thought occurred to him, which he decided not to voice so as not to frighten the easily perceptive little thing who witnessed the puzzling scene with him. All aircraft are barred from the skies over the research laboratories, which means that the experiment could only be carried out by scientists. What were they doing above the thunderclouds? Has energy research and development reached a new level? Were they really able to catch lightning? That’s impossible!

People gathered on the training ground. Stan aptly headed to the front rows of society’s semi-elite. His colleagues cheered each other, shook hands, and hailed the flawless execution of the special operation. Ir took her usual spot among the other girls and women outside the military caste.

One of the vokons leading the physical drill began his speech by praising the Grad warriors. All the participants in yesterday’s events were introduced by name and brought to the stage. The crowd applauded each of them equally, shouting thanks and whistling in token of their utmost respect. Being in the crowd and gazing into the absurdity, Ir was afraid not to make and miss even one clap.

It felt as if people got obsessed with the idea of their own nation’s superiority, disregarding the casualties that Ktyshan had suffered. How could a society develop healthily, when children in uniform with guns in their hands, albeit toy ones, performed at a celebration concert? Year after year, from the very birth, people were groomed for warfare by propagating militarism. For in a healthy society, it was impossible simply to make them attack first, to indoctrinate them with hostility and irritation. It was necessary to gradually lubricate the pistons of resentment in the aggressive mechanism, building a complex system of evil. The planet on which hatred was natural. When you hated your neighbors for having a bigger terrace than yours, your parents for being brought up wrong and your friends for their work successes, it was very simple to start hating upon command whoever the finger pointed at.

And you didn’t have to make up reasons to be angry. The propaganda would gladly feed them to you, articulating thousands of words and justifying violent behavior, because the promotion of love and tolerance, according to the Grad Emperor, only contributed to the weakening of society.

The daily exercise routine ended with prayer, praise for the Emperor and eulogies in honor of the great warrior-defenders, and a simple gesture that every inhabitant of the aggressor planet knew by heart. It was a kind of worship of a deity and a unifying symbol of the people. Everyone raised their right hand upward and swung it in the direction of Grad’s rotation. As much as Ir disliked faux-patriotic speeches, symbols, and flags, this seemingly silly gesture brought out a storm of feelings in her. Standing in the crowd of people she hated so much for their aggressiveness and conservatism, she somehow felt part of them and knew that she would remain a Grad girl for the rest of her life.

Everyone attending lined up in long queues for water coupons issued per the planet’s laws. If you wanted to live by the rules and get the benefits, then regardless of your occupation, you had to keep yourself in reasonable physical shape by attending the drill. Officially, it was possible to skip classes; no one monitored or enforced that. But since the state had a monopoly on water, one could get precious granules only by participating in morning exercises (or as an incentive at work). The rule ‘decent citizen—you live, unscrupulous—you die of thirst’ was clear and accessible to all, so no one violated it.

Of course, like with everything else, there was a black market for water, where it was exchanged for various souvenirs from other planets, cigarettes, or liquor. Some skillful scientists tried to squeeze the liquid out of the air on their own, building devices or engineering their own granules. Such people had a tough time, as the state hunted them down for fear of losing dominance and another lever to control the planet’s inhabitants.

Ir scanned her transmitter, which blinked a blue light to notify her of the completion of the procedure, and received the long-awaited ticket. She shuffled it in her hands. Ir felt as strongly displeased with it as she was with herself. It was as if by receiving the voucher she had become part of yesterday’s annihilation, complicit in the events, and felt collective guilt that would never be spoken of aloud, and the ticket, shimmering in the rays of Noom, gleamed like a medal for mental ugliness.

“You don’t seem happy today!” Ir heard a voice behind her and turned. Her neighbor, a woman of her age and a part-time law enforcement officer, was catching up with her. Her body was adorned with the finest, most vivid tattoos, masterfully executed with accuracy and precision unimaginable for clumsy Grad, showing the high technique and cost of the artist. The skin on her face was heavily powdered, her cheeks sparkled with a glittering blush, and her lips slightly lit up with a neon glow—she looked very stylish and statuesque, and her makeup met all the latest fashion trends. Her military jacket, though being gratis, had obviously been in the hands of a tailor, who adjusted it to fit her perfect figure. The woman was a member of a uniformed service, a snob, and a hardened fashionista, yet she was no stranger to kindness and responsiveness. Living next door to those below her in social status, since a young age, she never despised them, but rather tried in every way to be helpful, so as not to break with reality.

“Hello, Nane!” Ir said with a smile.

“Did something happen to you?”

“What made you think that? I didn’t cheer victory enough and clapped too softly?” Ir got tense.

Being caught in the act of misconduct by law enforcement services in carrying out civilian duties could have serious consequences. The establishment that was supposed to protect people, in fact, just controlled and oversaw them. The most popular movies and shows on the planet had long been those in which honored officers of the law saved the poor and punished criminals, but watching the actual work of the interior troops, the public was well aware of how different the fiction was from the truth. There was no justice on Grad, and the “just” institution was busy with mop-ups and state terror.

“What kind of nonsense is that? Are you out of your mind? Apparently, something is wrong! I can see… Tell me!” said Nane.

Ir didn’t know what to do. To tell Nane about the abuse was to betray Stan, and to keep silent was to betray herself. A sense of hopelessness dragged her into a quagmire of doubt, as domestic violence was not considered a problem on Grad, and it was simply not customary to talk about such things. A breeze blew. Ir caught a hint of hope in it and decided to trust the bruised self.

“Nane, I’m worried. Something… disturbing happened to me yesterday.” Ir cast her eyes down, and a shiver ran through her body.

Nane gently touched her friend’s transmitter with her fingertips, as if trying to cover it, and looked at Ir with compassion. “Did he hurt you?” she asked, hitting home.

“Yes… I didn’t want to, but he… made me. I wanted to talk to him today, but he acted as nothing happened…” Ir burst into tears.

“I won’t leave it like this!” Nane immediately hugged her tight, showing her empathy and pity. “I will try to make Stan regret what he has done.”

“Don’t! He’s a good man, don’t ruin his life. It was one time!”

“Stop protecting him. Do you want it to happen again?”

“No… I just love him and I’m afraid to hurt him.”

“Why wasn’t he afraid to hurt you?”

Ir had no answer to such a blunt rebuke and had no choice but to wipe away her tears and seek her strength.

“Glory to the Emperor,” Ir whispered faintly and nodded gratefully.

“Glory to the great warriors of Grad! I’ll walk you home, come with me. You shouldn’t be alone now.” Nane held out her palm.

Ir smiled and grasped her hand tightly. She had never thought of Nane as a close friend; somewhere deep down, she was even a little afraid of her. Yet now, she was so happy that she shared her commotion as if it had helped her get a bit tougher. A touch that had no malice, no harassment, no overtones—just a friendly gesture that restored her faith in people.

Back at home, an angry mother was waiting for Ir. After listening to another lecture on how her daughter was living her life thinking only of herself, not caring about her parents, not getting married, wasting her youth on a man who, though a peall, was clearly not planning to take a wife because the miners’ daughter was not his equal, she lay down on the couch and lowered the drapes, trying to hide from her problems. The projector with yet another righteous news item was blasting on the other side of the drapes. It was impossible to listen to any more complaints about herself, to hear the nonsense, to think about Stan, and to ponder the future. She just wanted to go back to Jantz, to feel life, not suffer from its absence.

“Is she home? At her place?” Ir’s father was not in the mood today, either. He moved the cloth without permission and proceeded to yell into her face. “I have no intention of paying the tax on spongers for you anymore! Either we go right now to place you in the mine, or pack your stuff and go back to your soldier! Let him be liable for you and pay the dues!”

Ir obediently stood up and followed the angry parent. Given what had happened last night, there was no way she could go to Stan.
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“Today is your first day on the job. Smile!” said mother to Ir, forcibly adjusting her jumpsuit collar. “You’re finally getting down to work! Maybe that’s why your peall didn’t ask you to marry him because you were unemployed, and now he will.”

“Mom, the meaning of life isn’t to get married…”

“Wise head! A woman has to be well settled, be by a man, be his right hand, and bear him healthy children.”

“Life doesn’t revolve around men…”

“Shut up.” Ir’s mother shook her fist.

It occurred to Ir that in deciding to stay with her parents and picking the least of the proposed evils, she preferred the prolonged psychological abuse from them, something she had been accustomed to since childhood. People who had also grown under-loved were now relentlessly implanting feelings of worthlessness and uselessness in her, blaming her for repeated failures. Perhaps the real reason for their behavior was that Ir was born a girl, most likely condemning her folks to a poor retirement. Despite all their numerous prayers, Perfes did not give them other children, putting an enormous burden of guilt on Ir (she had been blamed for her mother’s infertility because of her complicated delivery).

Trying to inhale as much smoke as she could, hoping it would soon weaken her body and shorten her existence, she looked up at the sky. With a loud hiss, four planes in blue with white stripes on either side flew over her head. They were the same aircraft that had recently circled the thunderstorm valley. The planes were speeding out of the lowlands toward the research center. Ir turned her head and could not take her eyes off the mysterious machines that were on a secret mission.

“I wonder what they were doing there?” Suddenly Ir felt a tug—her mother forcefully pulled her by the shoulder.

“Are you flying in the clouds again? Pull yourself together! We are already there!”

The two walked to the tall, human-sized fence and lined up. It seemed strange to Ir that the mines were one of the few facilities on Grad with robust security systems. Several guards were always on duty around their perimeter, the entrances were illuminated, and there were surveillance cameras every five makzhyuns. A stern man scanned the chip on her arm, checked her ID, verified each pothook in her paperwork, logged her weight, then opened the encoded door and let her into the grounds.

“Let’s go, the fourth hole is ours.” Ir’s mother nudged Ir in the back to add to her stride.

‘The hole,’ as she called it, was a wide enough entrance portal where the doors opened automatically, allowing hurried workers in and exhausted, clanked, slow toilers out after their shifts. Ir noticed that inside, there were no usual steps to lead her into the depths of the place; the floor was made of a monolith and had a natural downward slope. The site itself was pretty gloomy, smelling of wet dust (like on Jantz after the rain), with only a few dim lights hanging from the walls. In the distance, six bright beams of spotlight appeared in this darkness, which instantly blinded her.

“Quickly, lean against the wall!” Ir’s mother pulled her aside. All the workers parted at once and cleared the way. “That’s the gradian being taken out. The truck beds are filled to the top with ore, and any stopping could scatter it. For the drivers, the ore is always a priority over the workers’ lives. So if you don’t get out of the way, you’ll get run over without giving a second glance. Be careful!”

An enormous truck with giant caterpillars that protruded beyond the frame of its casing darted past Ir with a rumble. It was pulling two open trailers with small grains of dark gray ore behind it. As soon as the giant machine passed them, the two continued on their way deep into the mine. The noise was unimaginable, growing louder and louder to the point of hurting her ears. Ir’s mother took four small rolls of cloth out of her pocket and handed two to her daughter, showing her how to put them in her ear canals so that her hearing would not be so badly affected. She gestured for Ir to follow her.

They were in the junction hall, through which narrow corridors led in different directions. They stopped at one of these, put on hard hats, which had been piled high on the side, and continued down the corridor. Once through a small hole, Ir saw a round crawlway.

On either side were two massive screw elevators with opposite directions of rotation going into the black abyss. One was used to lower people down, and the other to lift them up. Ir followed her mother and stood on the first one, gripping it tightly with her hands and pressing her whole body against the screw. There was no lighting on the walls and ceiling, so she swiveled her head around to illuminate her surroundings with the helmet-mounted flashlight. Right in the middle between the screws, so close one could easily reach with their hand, the gradian was slowly drifting upward in a conveyor belt.

Ir heard a countdown. “Five, four, three, two, one.” She found herself in an ample space with low ceilings and barely had time to leap aside onto a small island near the elevator. A staircase led down from the islet. There waiting for her was her mother and a young man in a bright vest with a face so dirty it was impossible to read any of the symbolic tattoos. I guess it’s the instructor, Ir thought and hurried toward them.

Ir’s mother waved her hand and left, taking the jackhammer with her. The man smiled and gave Ir the earmuffs. She pulled out the homemade plugs and shook with her entire body at the force of the rumbling, recoiled to the side, and rushed to put on the handed-out acoustic equipment.

“Hello, Ir! My name is Kenir. We are going to use special headphones because the volume of the chips is not enough here. I’ll brief you on the mine operations and your duties,” he said through the hum. Kenir’s lips moved, but the sound came through with a slight delay, clarifying that the equipment they were using was of inferior quality. She nodded back as her hard hat had no microphone.

The instructor summoned her with a body motion to follow him. They descended the stairs and found themselves on a pitted surface. As the two got closer to the screws, Kenir pointed at them.

“These are the screw elevators. They have two important functions,” he shouted, holding up two fingers. “First, they lower and raise the laborers to and from their worksites, and second, they drill a passage downward, increasing the area for extraction. It turns out that we, going down and up every day, with the weight of our bodies, add energy and help the device break through the ore.”

Ir took a step, trying to peer into the hole where the screws went, wobbled a little, and almost fell. Kenir deftly grabbed her by the arm and yanked her back.

“Be careful! There are no barriers here, and if you accidentally dive there, no one will even notice.”

“Thank you.” Ir nodded guiltily in response.

The instructor continued the tour. “Here is where the assembled gradian is stored, from where it is loaded with shovels on a conveyor between two screws and lifted up. There, a special hose line sends it to the processing department, where it passes through several crushing machines, gradually turning it into sand. From there, the precious dust is poured into trucks and sent to storage facilities.”

Kenir led Ir further along, taking her to one wall and touching the sharp protruding corners very delicately, almost indistinctly.

“This is all gradian. You’ll have to use a jackhammer to detach it from the mass. After that, you must put the separated material in a cart like this. There are no rates for extraction, but on average, a good worker makes about twenty carts per shift. The folk here are very cranky, and they don’t like slackers. If anyone sees you idling or slugging, they will report directly to the shift supervisor, who, like his staff, hates slackers, fines and reprimands them. Now take the jackhammer, and I’ll show you how to operate it.”

Ir lifted the tool lying next to her. For her untrained hands, it weighed about three or four makvolshes. She rested it against the wall and looked questioningly at Kenir. He grinned at the awkwardness of her movements. Coming close behind her, he switched the positioning of her hands on the hammer and the angle of the tip, showing her what motion to use to take off the layers.

Ir could feel the warmth of his breath on the bare bit of her neck, his fast-beating heart through the thin surface of her overalls, and the potent smell of sweat hitting her nose. Every fiber of her body let her know he had a secret crush on her, yet he slowed himself down for fear of making any ambiguous gestures. A thought of gratitude flashed through her mind at the fact that her instructor turned out to be a nice, modest man and not a nasty, lewd bloke who would have loved to take advantage of the situation and grope the youthful body.

“Be sure to hold the jackhammer at an angle, or the rod might bend. Yes, that’s it…” He abruptly let go of his hands.

Ir couldn’t keep her grip on it, so she let it fall to the ground and the hammer snapped across the wall, striking the floor, and showering the two with bits and pieces of dust blown off the surface. She wiped her eyes with her hand and cleared her throat hard.

“That’s okay.” Kenir cheered her up and patted her on the shoulder. “All freshmen have that problem. You’ll get used to it soon enough! Now get to work.”

She smiled. He held out an open hand to her. Ir was slightly confused by this weird gesture. She thought it was some sort of unusual handshake to mark the end of the briefing and placed her hand on top of it. Kenir laughed. “Headphones. Give me back the headphones, please.”

Ir was burning with shame. She didn’t know where to put her eyes, so she quickly pulled out the earbuds and handed them back. Turning against the wall, she closed her eyes and scolded herself for being stupid, hoping that Kenir hadn’t seen her face turn a bright crimson hue in the mine’s darkness.

She worked hard, hoping to make an excellent first-day impression. Her body turned flaccid as if it hung on her bones. Finally, she heard the long-awaited fifth call. The round-the-clock mines adhered to a simple principle: if a person wanted to work, they shouldn’t be kept from doing so. The minimum shift consisted of five time segments, the end of which was accompanied by loud calls. At the end of the shift, an employee could proceed to the exit to collect his pay or stay on for overtime. Since there were no health and safety regulations, everyone was responsible for his own time. Thus, of course, there were occasional emergencies in which an individual overworked by strenuous physical activity would bid farewell to life on the job, suffering from lack of fresh air or complete exhaustion of his organism.

Catching her mother’s gaze, Ir abandoned her jackhammer and followed her, lining up for the lift. Once back in the hallway with the corridors, they went to the locker room, which was a short distance from the mining caves. The space was quite bright with a high divider, and besides the sounds of the mine, one could hear laughter, cheerful voices, and even the humming of melodies.

Immediately at the entrance, there was a large vat where the work clothes had to be dumped. The naked women would then pass behind the left side of the divider, where they were given dry shampoo and soap. People crowded around and bumped into each other, frustratedly complaining or bantering. After the baths were over, fresh, clean overalls were handed out to them on the other side of the partition. Next, the employees lined up in a long line for their paychecks, shimmering brown tiles—diars, and after receiving the cash (fifteen per shift of five calls), the workers were sent to be weighed in.

“When we enter the mine grounds, the guards make sure to check the initial weight. Then the same is done after the shift. This is necessary to prevent theft. You know how precious gradian is. Therefore, under no circumstances should an unscrupulous person be allowed to take even a volsh of ore with them,” said Ir’s mother.

That’s so Grad, thought Ir. A small group of pro-government individuals lining their pockets with riches, profiting from the gifts of the planet, while punishing toilers who waste their health in the mines for stealing some treasure for themselves by succumbing to vice.

“Where are you going?” her mother asked as Ir headed home. “Let’s go to the training ground!”

“But, mom! I’m so tired! I can’t do my exercises!”

“We need water! The supplies are running low. After all, stop thinking only of yourself! As long as you live in my house, you will do as I tell you. You don’t like it? Then get out! I still don’t get why you came back. Your father and I had to pay so much for your trip, and you came back as if to spite us… You know, you should take a good look at Kenir. He’s a very decent man. It would be great if you could charm him! He’s solid like a stone wall!”

“Mom, again? I don’t want to get married, I don’t want children.”

“You don’t want anything, and nothing is right for you! Get him while he’s on offer, or else no man will look at you anymore. Who will need you, old and childless?”

“Children are not a measure of success in life. Motherhood isn’t just giving birth and letting it go. It’s hard work.”

“How would you know? You’re not a mother. You never will be with that attitude.”

Ir kept silent, swallowed a lump, and held back the tears. Almost every conversation she had with the woman who had given birth to her ended the same way. Explaining something to the person whose purpose in life was to get rid of her daughter from her parents’ home seemed a foolish waste of time and nerves, and the honest truth had always been perceived as a joke. If only she knew how much Ir longed to have a real family in the future. One where no one would be reproached for their different views, where children would be free to have their own opinions, where relationships would be based on love, not hatred.

At the exercise, Ir glimpsed Stan, who was staring at her, but when he caught her eye, he immediately turned away and struck up a conversation with one of his colleagues. Probably acting like an all-important indifferent emperor again, so he doesn’t want to come over. But it makes me feel even better, she thought.

Back home, Ir collapsed into bed and immediately passed out. Sleep was very troubled. Her body was exhausted, it was humming, and every movement interrupted her sleep. Ir finally got up when, behind the drape, her mother turned on the news at full volume. She did this from time to time to wake her daughter. Ir grabbed the pillow and pressed it into her face, trying to silently cry out the anguish there.

A voice broadcast from the projection behind the textile. “After the great warriors of Grad disarmed Ktyshan by destroying the research base on Ligon, some planets, the bedfellows of Rhea and Sev, have shown us their disrespect by restricting exports of goods to Grad. We assure you we have enough of our own capacity to make up for the shortfall in our production chains. Despite them, we will build up our industries and establish new trade ties. The most problematic of all industries has been the interplanetary transport fleet and domestic intercity service. At the moment, there are not enough components on Grad to meet all the established safety standards, so as of today, our great Emperor has decided to change the rules for the operation of civilian spacecraft and buses…”

Ir couldn’t listen to the absurdity any longer and went up to the terrace, trying not to make eye contact with her mother. Squatting down and taking a deep puff, she looked around. Her attention was caught by the silhouette of a man in the distance slowly heading toward her. With each step, she recognized Stan—he was walking with his head down; his peak cap kept falling off because of that, and he had to fix it repeatedly.

“Hey,” he said, coming up to the fence and leaning against it. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

“Hi,” said Ir, nodded her head, shook herself off, and followed him.

The two walked in silence for a long time, each going over phrases in their heads, trying to figure out how to initiate a conversation.

“There’s something we need to discuss. I was talking to Nane…” Stan glanced at her with a dreary look. “I’m sorry about what happened. I didn’t know that I caused you so much pain. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t even think about it at the time…”

Ir heard only ‘I… I… I…’

“I don’t understand why you told her. I mean, she’s a law enforcement officer. She said she made a query and would send it in for investigation. I don’t understand you! How could you do this? We’re together!”

“That didn’t stop you…”

“I apologize to you again. But you shouldn’t have brought our problem into the open. You could have just talked to me.”

“I tried, but you pretended it didn’t happen.”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” He said these words in warm blood as if he truly felt guilty.

She looked away and didn’t know what to say, since she hadn’t let go of her anger yet.

“Fine. If you don’t like the way I touch you, I’ll never touch you again. You don’t want to look at me? I’ll try to stay out of sight. But I don’t want to end up like this. You know there’s a connection between us. I can feel it, and so can you!”

This is the first time he’s ever said ‘feel’ to me. Maybe he does care, Ir thought, but she didn’t say a word, giving Stan a chance to open up.

“Come see me when you’re ready. I really look forward to it!” Stan babbled heatedly, living every word.

“Thank you. It means a lot to me that you made contact. Thanks for not pushing or pressuring me.”

He wanted to touch her shoulder, but stopped short and reached into his pocket for a cigarette. She caught his fleeting struggle with himself and smiled tenderly. A strong wind picked up, and scientific airplanes whistled.

“Do you know what they’re doing?” Ir glanced at the flying objects.

“Only rumors… They say that scientists have found a way to catch lightning,” said Stan.

“Oh, no! What would they do with it?”

“A weapon. What else could they do with it?” Stan shrugged, surprised at the simple question.

“It would be great if they didn’t invent weapons, but something to help Grads live better lives.”

“It would be great,” he said. But unlikely, he thought.

That’s impossible, Ir said to herself. “Have you heard about the restrictions the other planets have placed on Grad?”

“Yeah. It’s a good thing warships aren’t affected by them yet.”

“Yes, right away the value of the lives of ordinary people became clear because the Emperor and his cronies would not be affected by those. I can’t imagine that even one of his vehicles will be missing a part, or if it suddenly becomes ordinary and not bulletproof. And we’re what… An easily renewable resource, so it’s okay if a few hundred simpletons die. It’s worth nothing to bring into the world new citizens and send them to the mines.”

“Did you actually get a job at the mine? I thought I saw you in gray overalls today,” said Stan, changing the subject.

“Yes, I have to go back soon. Why, is it wrong to talk to the proletarians?”

“Not at all. Soon you’ll meet a decent guy and forget about me.”

“Do you care about it?”

“Yes.” He turned away. “I’ll be off, then… You come in whenever you want. I’d be glad to see you.”

Stan nodded goodbye to her and, without waiting for a response, headed off in a brisk stride. Ir watched the retreating shadow and thought that he had managed to surprise her. One of the proudest people she had ever dealt with in her life had spurned his selfishness and come to ask for forgiveness. Or was it all about the fear for his own safety that Nane had planted in him?
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At the security check at the entrance to the mine, as usual, Ir attached her chip and weighed in. Suddenly, a loud alarm went off throughout the fenced area. She turned to her mother with a questioning look. “Someone’s caught stealing. There will be a general gathering near the main entrance.”

Little by little, people began pouring in from all over the mine. Their eyes sparkled, and there was a satisfied smile on their lips. It wasn’t just the spectacle that promised to be bloodthirsty. Those precious minutes of downtime were counted as earned and paid duly. Magnificent moments when one could rest, and nobody would issue fines for it, on the contrary, accrue wage.

One of the dump trucks, like the ones used to transport raw materials, pulled up to the crowd. The tailgate was down, and several people were standing in the bed, with a broken-down old man in overalls sitting in the corner with his hands tied behind his back.

Ahead of the crowd came the head of the mine. The public greeted him with a thunderous ovation.

“Thank you, everybody! As you can see, one of your colleagues has crossed the line today. He decided to deceive the Emperor himself and tried to carry four volshes of gradian outside. And do you know what he said in his defense? That his wife is seriously ill and needs money for an operation. On our planet, where healthcare is free to all, she suddenly needed money for an operation. What insolence! But that’s not all! When he was caught lying, he said he wanted to bribe the doctor to get his wife through the procedure without waiting in line. That is, this lowly man wanted to induce another to do a disgusting act. This deserves no excuse! After executing our sentence, he will be taken to law enforcement, where he will be tried for bribery. You, Hil Shano, come here!”

Two men lifted the detainee up and forcibly brought him to the speaker, making him kneel in front of him. Ir turned around at the excited cheers in the crowd and noticed a stool and an axe floating smoothly down their arms toward the makeshift stage. She bulged her eyes and pulled on her mother’s sleeve.

“Quiet, you. Don’t distract me.” She picked up the shouts, keeping up the audience’s mood with slow claps.

The two terrifying objects ended up in the back of the truck. The robber started shouting pleas into the air, promising to do anything as long as the executioner wouldn’t carry out the sentence. The crowd laughed, making disgusting, creepy animal noises. The man’s hands were tied to a stool. In tears, he begged for clemency. The mob roared with delight.

“You hear? He begs for mercy!” The head of the mine fired up. “What do you think? What should we do with this worker? With one of your own!” He swept his outstretched hand, holding the axe, over the heads of the men from left to right.

“Punish! Punish! Punish!” the crowd chanted.

Ir was feverish. It’s as if they’ve gone mad and can’t hear him. He is stressing every time—one of your own.

“There’s no sign of amnesty, you hear. You know, maybe I should give you a chance, though?” The tormentor lowered his head to the side. In fury, the chanting continued. The sufferer looked up at him with hope and reposal, searching for a way to reach the man locked up inside the monster.

A blow. Two bloody palms fell down. Splatter flew in all directions, showering the front-row spectators with red fluid. The man yelled in pain, dropping to his side and raising what was left of his hands. The enthusiastic crowd appeared as if they elevated in pleasure and drifted off into nirvana. The only thing that toppled them back was another horn ordering them to get to work.

Ir, as if under a spell, followed the people. She found it hard to bring herself to pick up the hammer. The vivid images of the old man’s slaughter still flashed before her eyes. She felt a touch, turned cold and shuddered with fright. Behind her stood Kenir, who had his hand over his heart and was trying his best to signify that he hadn’t meant to startle her. She patted his shoulder and nodded. Kenir waved her over. Riding the screw upstairs and once in the lobby, he held out the headphones to her and smiled a little, stifling a laugh. The awkward situation that had arisen between the two a few days ago came back to him. Ir made a sarcastic face and hurriedly set the device up.

“Hi,” said Kenir. “I have a surprise! I got you headphones with a microphone. Will you say hello to me?”

“Hi.”

“You’ve been working long enough and you’ve done very well, so I thought you could take a break for a tour of the other areas of the mine. I was watching you at the beginning of the shift. It seemed to me that what happened today shook you a lot.”

“I didn’t know your routines, and I didn’t expect to start the day with torture.”

“Yes… the miners of Grad are no less bloodthirsty than its warriors.”

“Glory to the great warriors of Grad…”

“Glory to the Emperor!” He finished for her.

The two were descending a narrow staircase from the central hall. On their sides, like brooks, conveyor belts with gradian merged into wide rivers and rushed into the distance. Jumping down the last step, Ir bent slightly beneath the ledge in the ceiling and stepped forward. A massive hall opened before her. Its size impressed her so much that she involuntarily took Kenir by the wrist and squeezed, reflexively wishing to share the overwhelming emotion. In return, he rewarded her with a smile.

The machines all around them rattled, hissed, and clattered loudly. Conveyors dumped the gradian into huge vats of several hundred beazos each. Dozens of overflowing tanks of raw material lined the perimeter. The air was not as dusty as down in the mines, so one could get a good look around the whole pavilion. The only thing that caused discomfort here, all other objects relentlessly traumatizing human bodies aside, was the smell. A horrible fetor settled into the space and created a disgusting microclimate that was repulsive to stay in. The stench was so concentrated that clothing and hair absorbed it within moments.

“This is where all the collected ore from the mine comes in. They first pour in a special solution to soften it and let it sit for a few days. You see, there are colored marks on the tanks—they tell us when the material was treated.”

“What is this solution made of?”

“Try to guess.” The instructor smiled. “What are the riches of Grad?”

“Besides gradian? I don’t know… Is it made of the zyfra?”

“Do you have any other ideas?” He glanced at Ir, and she shook her head in disapproval. “They make it out of flies!”

“Out of flies? How?”

“Fancy that! They are attracted by the smell of their decaying cousins in the prepared solution. When they die, they emit a special scent, which for some reason they find attractive and people find disgusting. Other flies flock to it in hordes. It’s a vicious circle. Curious, stupid flies that die because of their congeners.”

“Or maybe they fly in for calls for help, and to avenge their own?”

“You have a good imagination. You humanize them too much.” He laughed. “People are one thing. We do take the loss of our people very badly and go back to the offenders to settle the score. That’s what they use in wars to build up soldiers’ morale. Because suffering is a very usable feeling that can easily be converted into aggression. And flies are just animals. Glory to our Emperor! Glory to the great warriors of Grad!”

Kenir led her further down the facility along the conveyor belt, telling her how the gradian processing machines functioned. In one, it was pounded with heavy hammers, in the next, it was crushed with sharp jagged wheels, then ground between two slabs, and lastly, sifted through a narrow sieve made of fine hairs.

“It’s one of the most dangerous areas at the mine,” he said. “The operators even have to sacrifice themselves in case of an emergency to keep things running smoothly. The conveyor must never stop, so if a large chunk of gradian gets stuck in the machine, they have to remove it, and if need be, they have to do it by hand.”

Ir swallowed a lump and looked differently at the people nearby, willing to endure the everyday stench and be left crippled at any moment. Amazingly nurtured willpower, she thought. At the heart of the character of a man who worked for a pittance was his complete dedication to the process unquestioningly. Regardless of their occupation, the people of Grad were all alike. Besotted public consent to any command, even life-threatening ones, because that’s how things were done, and to say no was to be called a wimp.

Kenir stopped beside a tank of ground ore.

“I’ll teach you a trick.” He winked at her. “Watch closely! Now I will tell you how to determine the quality of the final product.”

“Are there distinct qualities?”

“Of course there are! Come here and take a pinch of gradian from this pile, then rub it slowly into the skin on the back of your hand.”

Ir followed the instruction.

“Now, let’s repeat the procedure with the sample from that tank over there in the corner.”

They walked to the wall and took a second sample.

“Light the hand with the beam from your helmet and take a good look,” said Kenir, smiling.

Ir stared at the spot under the experiment but could not make any sense of it. Kenir approached her, took her hand and held it up, setting it at eye level, and twisted it sideways.

“Wow! The stain is shiny! Why is it like that?”

“Nature is unique! It created an interdependent world. Since we are inhabitants of the farthest planet, where you can barely feel the heat of Noom, our skin is almost transparent. Once it enters the pores, the high-quality gradian seeps deep inside, and we see glare on the surface. This one, on the other hand, is of poor quality, it has soaked less in solution, so it has a strong black pigment. When rubbed in, it leaves a dark mark on the skin. In the good sense, it should not be produced at all, as second-rate fuel is bad for engines, but some planets are willing to buy up even that. Thus, if there is a demand, there must be a supply.”

A strange signal echoed throughout the mine. The siren sounded at maximum volume, overpowering the rumble of the running machinery. Ir and Kenir looked at each other.

“Something is wrong! We must go outside now!” He shouted into the microphone, trying to cut through the annoying beeps. They rushed to the exit. Ir turned around. Only some of the machine attendants followed them. Kenir caught her silent question. “Not everyone can leave. The machines mustn’t stop!”

“What if the mine explodes now?” she asked.

“Even if the mine explodes now!”

When the two reached the surface, they saw a vast number of buses parked there. It was as if all the city’s vehicles were in one place.

“The mine is fine.” Kenir glanced up at the sky after assessing the situation. “It’s quiet up there too! So there’s an emergency at a military facility or in the administration. They wouldn’t pull us out just like that.”

People were shoved indiscriminately into buses, and there was a lot of confusion and crowding. Ir clung to Kenir’s arm, afraid they would be separated.

“Why aren’t they telling us anything?” she asked. They got into one of the vehicles, and she continued to clutch at him.

“It is not customary to inform the common people of what is going on, so as not to spread confusion and panic. That is not our job. They’ll explain ours soon enough. Don’t worry! I’m with you! You’ve seen the sky. This isn’t war. It looks like we’re heading toward the research center.” Kenir tried to look out the window through people’s heads and get his bearings.

The bus stopped. The driver turned on the loudspeaker and said, “There’s been a fire on the research lab grounds. Miners from all the nearby mines were brought in to help the firefighters put out the fire. Get off the bus and follow further instructions.”

“Why us?” asked Ir.

“Because we are physically fit, able to work in the dark, used to the heat and shortage of oxygen.”

“And the warriors?”

“The warriors can’t be spared. They are raised to die in battles, not in fires. Glory to the great warriors of Grad! Glory to the Emperor!”

They got off the bus, followed the crowd, and got into a long line. The atmosphere was feverish: nighttime Grad, turned away from Noom, was plunged into pitch-black darkness, only broken by the faint headlights of trucks circling nearby, loaded with loose soil from the mines; fireplanes flew one by one over their heads. The cascades of sand were dumped from the attached tanks on long cables onto the cracked roof of one building. There was a smell of burning, howling, crackling, sirens and people shouting. The miners were handed shovels and buckets in turns and given a small bowl with a liquid which they had to gulp down and pass over to the next.

“Is that alcohol?” asked Ir, as a uniformed man handed her a jar of the unknown substance.

“Drink, and don’t ask questions!” The man got displeased with the disrupted sequence.

Ir twirled the cup, examining its contents. The drink was thick, the color impossible to properly identify in the dark, with small shiny flecks that glowed from within. Ir brought it to her lips and felt a pleasantly sweet aroma that suddenly made her feel unexpectedly glorious. All doubts immediately evaporated.

Could it be that they have learned to make something tasty and healthy on Grad? she thought, tipped the drink into herself, and savored every drop of the soothing elixir. Smacking her lips (prolonging the palatable pleasure), she stepped aside and closed her eyes. Ir moved her left shoulder as if she sensed a change in her transmitter. A chill spread slowly from the chip and flooded her body. Her head was light for the first time in a while, and strength, confidence, and courage bubbled up from her chest.

Ir had never been to the research center or even to its surroundings. It was hiding behind the hills from the eyes of uninitiated onlookers, and access to the grounds was restricted. As she got closer to the building, she saw several barns in front of her, which were embedded in the natural landscape and partially elevated from ground level. The one building, with the collapsed roof, was in the center, looking no different from the others.

A firefighter, in full gear, walked briskly toward a bunch of miners. He patted some of them on the shoulders, calling out the numbers in order. After gathering a team of twenty, he indicated to follow him. Ir and Kenir were among the chosen few. They shouldered their shovels, grabbed empty buckets and dashed after the leader, who had a massive can of extinguishing foam on his back and a long hose in his hands. There were several high piles of sand near the ruined building, and trucks kept bringing more. The firefighter held up his hands, calling for his group’s attention.

“People of Grad! The future of the planet depends on our cooperation! Follow my orders strictly, and if you want to live—no independent action! Several firefighting teams with special extinguishers set out ahead. They cleared the way, and our task is to get to the main laboratory, where the condenser caught fire. The spread of the fire can only be prevented by sand, as the foam will damage the connected equipment. So this is where you fill the buckets up and get in line behind me! We’ll go around the building and get in through another wing, trying to get as close to the fire front as possible. On my command, we throw sand into the fire, then use shovels to pick up the rest from the floor and try to throw it deeper. It’s the only way to extinguish the flames. Remember, you are one strong unit! Try to memorize all your teammates, because we’ll only go in and out together.”

“You got it all?” Kenir leaned towards Ir.

“I… I think so.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got you. I told you.”

“I am not even afraid.”

“Follow me!” said the firefighter and waved his hand.

The death squad moved forward. Ir tried to find a step that would keep the sand from spilling out of her swinging bucket, looking at the back of Kenir’s head and thanking the universe and Perfes for giving her the opportunity to be brave.

“After the plane drops its load, we go inside,” said the fireman.

Everyone stared at the grains of sand showering down from the aircraft. As soon as the last of them touched the surface, and the pilot was off on another lap, the miners rushed forward. The first room had a partially breached roof. Under the weight of the pressing sand, the beams creaked and sagged dangerously.

In total darkness, accompanied by grim sounds, with flashlights on their helmets, the group trod carefully through the ruins, advancing one step at a time. Few lights were seen in the distance, gradually growing in size. Another group, now finished with their mission, was heading in the opposite direction. Ir made a wish, a habit she’d picked up as a child and couldn’t get rid of, and stared at the people, counting the approaching lights. Twenty-one. Then we’ll get back alive, too.

The fireman led the way, winding through the endless twists and turns of the building, and getting closer to the fire. Ir felt the change in the air; she was suddenly boiling, her skin was covered in sweat, and the fabric of her work overalls glued on tightly. Roaming the corridors, she, for a split second, tried to explore the deserted laboratories through the open doors, where fanciful vessels, supernatural apparatus, and medical junk lay abandoned in a hurry.

Stopping in front of a large, sturdy door of bulletproof, insulating material, the commander entered a secret code. The flaps slid open to the sides. Before their eyes was a spacious room with several oversized black crates. Ir recognized them. They were the same containers the scientific spacecraft had been carrying from the valley to the institute throughout the thunderstorm season. All sorts of pipes and wires branched out from them in all directions. On a small pedestal stood an object resembling an upturned jar, with rays of light flickering inside. The commander cast a look around his subordinates.

“We’re almost there. The cause of the fire was a capacitor like this.” He pointed to one of the boxes. “It failed to withstand the power load, which caused the explosion. Now we must take a narrow tunnel to the next lab, where the fire started. On the other side of the corridor will be the same door as the one here. As soon as I open it and activate the foam, you run ahead to extinguish the device with sand.”

After listening carefully to the briefing, the group entered the passage. The fireman held his right hand up so everyone could see it clearly, counting down with his fingers. Zero!

The doors parted, and hot air hit people in the face. They crowded in without fear and started throwing sand. Ir could see multiple teams fighting the fire at once, attacking from various directions, which gave her confidence in the mission and her capabilities. She tossed the sand forward, pushed back the bucket, and took a few steps, bending over to scoop up the dust with her shovel. Suddenly, somewhere very close to her, there was a crackling and rumbling sound; the fire was blazing furiously again. The wave swept her to the side. Kenir ran to Ir and helped her up.

“Give it a few more tosses and back!” he said. Ir waved back affirmatively.

Positioned side by side, they moved forward. A smile flashed across her face. She suddenly noticed that the flames were gradually dying away, and she could see the blackened faces of the miners extinguishing the fire from the other side.

“Beware! It’s gradian!” There was a frantic cry.

Ir glanced at the flames and a handful of flying dust straight at her. Each particle played in the light, glistening and shimmering orange, starting to heat up and take in the flames. She felt a powerful jolt to the side, couldn’t keep her feet, and collapsed, hitting her head on the floor. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt the chill emanating from the chip on her arm slowly fade.

Panic gripped Ir. Terror erupted from her chest with a loud cry, and tears gushed from her eyes. The particles of gradian, a combustible substance, rained down on Kenir, who knocked Ir down and seized her spot. The gradian exploded in the air and enveloped him in flashes and flames. Ir couldn’t stop screaming; she felt being dragged back and tried her best to resist and break free from the grip. The insulated door closed.

“Have you lost your mind?” the fireman yelled.

“Kenir is alive! We have to get him out now! Hurry!” said Ir.

“We can’t save him, you fool! He’s burned alive. There must’ve been a pile of gradian in one of the dump trucks that delivered the sand. Everybody outside!”

Ir turned toward the doors and slammed her fists into them. The skin cracked, and bloodstains showed through the nicks. Tears poured down her burned cheeks in fiery, salty streams, leaving muddy streaks on her stained face.

“You said we were only going in and out together! That was an empty rant to make us go in? Why does no one ever keep their promises?”

“Shut up! They’ll get him out later when they clear the rubble. Right now, pull yourself together! You’re a citizen of Grad! Follow me, and not one step aside!” said the commander.

Once outside, the workers were coughing heavily and grabbing their chests. The effects of the magic elixir were wearing off, a heavy hangover was coming, accompanied by a sharp headache, nausea and panic attacks.

“Twenty.” Ir heard the firefighter quietly radio the loss of one man.

Covered in soot, she slowly wandered home. Without showering, Ir collapsed into bed and snuggled into her pillow. Kenir, such a good and kind guy, had sacrificed his life for her. Was it worth it? Now she was indebted to him, now she owed it to herself to be a better person and to exist for two. This way, when they met after her death, she would share with him some of the memories he deserved and never had.

Ir heard the hatch open and knew by the footsteps that it was her mother returning; a short time later, her father showed up. They each took turns pulling back the drape to see if their daughter was home, and without saying a word, pulled the cloth back into its initial position. The silence was enough. The silence was sweet and satisfying as never before.

Upon awakening, Ir slowly sat up in bed and listened. Her mother was pottering about in the kitchen, and her father seemed to be waiting silently for breakfast. She walked to the living room and sat down at the table. No one dared to disturb the peace. To discuss yesterday’s incident aloud was to acknowledge one’s part of it. All they wished was to bury it in a far corner of memories or erase it altogether. Her mother quietly placed the food in front of the family and cautiously took a seat in the chair. Her father turned on the projection.

The news went along, and then there was a story about the incident that had happened during the night. “A fire broke out at the research center. Employees from nearby mines volunteered to help the firefighters. They heroically took part in the operation and helped put out the fire. Unfortunately, around a hundred people lost their lives and about two hundred more suffered severe burns. The government has committed to providing benefits to all victims’ families. The causes of the accident are being investigated. In other news…”

“Is that all?” asked Ir. “Again, they just pay off and don’t give a damn about people’s lives!”

“Ir, stop it.” Her father took her hand.

“What do you mean, stop it? You were there, too! They brought us to the disaster, gave us shovels and buckets, and fed us some crap. What kind of elixir was it, and what was it made of? They sent us into the flames without protective suits, without gas masks, without fire extinguishers! Ordinary men and women without training. Without fear of losing hundreds of souls. What are we, redundant people? Are we like second-rate gradian, only getting skin dirty and screwing up the system? Why don’t they say it was the condenser that caught fire? Why don’t they say what the research was about? Why is everything kept quiet all the time?”

“Then we shouldn’t know about it,” he said calmly.

“How much longer? Yesterday I watched a man get his hands chopped off and another burned alive,” said Ir.

“It was Hil’s own fault.” Her mother shook her head.

“He is actually not a bad man. I know him. We work together in the same brigade… Used to work,” her father said. “He truly needed the money for his wife’s surgery. The doctors were extorting a bribe.”

“Dad, you mean you knew that and let the man’s hands be cut off?”

“And you wanted me to stand up for him and then find myself in the neighboring cell? He could’ve applied for a loan or reported a dishonest doctor, but decided to take the shortcut and steal.”

“I don’t condone stealing. But the way it was framed yesterday… That shouldn’t happen on a normal planet. He should’ve been convicted, given a fine, or sent to prison. And after losing that much blood, he’s probably gone. We are not animals! Who gave one person the right to decide for another to live or die?” Ir couldn’t stop herself.

“That’s enough! Calm down and let’s go to exercise.” Her mother took the dirty dishes off the table.




The training ground was not very crowded this time. Ir recalled how, after a ‘successful’ special operation, the heroes were praised by name. And this time, when real brave men, not murderers, were to be honored, no one said a word about the fire. Exhausted from her exercises, Ir wandered home alone, and her parents went off to another shift. She lay staring at the ceiling, thinking that she no longer wanted to be part of a system where everyone was so unappreciative of themselves and each other. A common saying in the Noom system, ‘like men, like master,’ played out on Grad in fresh colors of darker shades.

She heard a soft knock on the door. As she climbed the stairs and opened the hatch, she saw Nane in front of her, shifting from one foot to the other and looking very nervous.

“Ir, we need to talk!” Nane impudently pushed her friend back and went into her dugout.

“What’s wrong? You are shaking!”

“I did something terrible! Forgive me! I didn’t mean to!”

“Calm down and tell it like it is.” Ir took Nane’s hand.

“I wanted to help you… What Stan did to you back then was awful and I couldn’t stand idly by. You are too good a person for someone to dare to treat you like that! I wanted to start proceedings so that he could be punished… But…”

“But what?” asked Ir.

“He’s a military man. And like they say, they don’t shoot their own kind. I was counter-accused of slandering a Grad warrior. They said a great soldier can’t be a rapist. Can you imagine?”

“And now what?”

“Now they are coming for you… To destroy the source of the slander.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Because you went to law enforcement for justice, they want to kill you. They want to kill you because of ME. I won’t allow it! Get your things quickly and run!” Nane jumped up and started rummaging through the drawers for any useful stuff.

“What do you mean ‘run?’”

“You have an hour left. I have an acquaintance who works for a trading company on interplanetary flights. I’ll get you in the spaceship, and you’ll be out of here.”

“But I can’t just drop everything!” Ir said these words as if she forgot how just recently she had reflected on leaving Grad.

“You don’t realize how serious this is! Either today or tomorrow, you will be found buried in a ditch. I don’t want that!”

“Run where? Where will this ship go?”

“To Sev… And one more thing. We must cut out your transmitter.”

“What?” Ir grabbed her left shoulder, trying to hide and protect the electronic part of herself from further horror news. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Do you know what they’re for?”

“For communication, of course! What else?”

“The chips allow us, in law enforcement, to track people. After disarming, it will function for exactly two more hours, and then the signal will disappear from the radars. That should be enough time to escape and cover your tracks.”

Ir couldn’t believe her ears. Were all those jokes about law enforcement tracking people true and not just stories concocted for intimidation?

She remembered the first time she’d left Grad and her seatmate, who was an intelligence officer, his stare, and confidence that there had been a deserter on board, his signal, and the sudden arrival of the assault team. Ir flipped through her memories, found logical corroboration, and became ever more convinced of the obviousness of her friend’s words. She dug into a drawer, pulled out a box of medical supplies and a small cutter that barely took up half of her tiny palm, and handed it to Nane. She nodded, grabbed the cloth from the table, and extended her hand forward.

“Put it in your mouth. This is going to hurt a lot. A lot.”

Ir obediently put the gag in, squeezed her eyes shut, held her breath, and tensed her body, imagining that it was made of the strongest material and that the blade could not hurt it.

Nane poured a decontaminating liquid on the chip. It looked as if it sensed something and blinked a few times. She pulled her friend’s arm forcefully, trying to relax her muscles, quickly made a small incision under the corner of the plate and attempted to pick it up with the tip. Ir groaned through the drool-drenched cloth, clutched at her chair and wouldn’t let herself move. The novice surgeon incompetently cut and scraped the skin around the foreign body, blood trickling down the patient’s arm to the floor, splashing in drops, spreading the scent of rust.

“Almost there,” said Nane, scowling, exhaling through her mouth. “Ready?”

She hooked the opposite edges of the plate with her nails and began to rock it, digging her fingers under the chip. It was soft and damp inside, and her keen tactile sense could feel the stiff, thin, unfleshy strands stretching through the hot liquid. One by one, Nane snapped them with her index finger until she finally broke most of the bonds to pull the rest out with force. Clutched in her hand, the transmitter grudgingly hummed, blinked, and was tossed onto the couch to live out its allotted time. Ir dared to look at her shoulder. Instead of the familiar chip, there was a deep, bloody hole that, when it healed, would turn into a scar, reminding her of the place of origin.

“Get ready. I’ll meet you near Sand Mountain.” Nane bandaged the patient, wiped the blood from her body, and ran up the stairs, leaving Ir alone with her dreadful thoughts.

Ir started rushing around the room, stuffing protective goggles, a flask of squeezed water, the fruits of raw zyfra, and a couple of sets of underwear into her backpack. After casting a parting glance around the place she considered home, she took a decisive step toward the outside. Her body trembled from the stress she had been through. Ir struck rocks, trying to light a cigarette when suddenly she shuddered hearing someone call her name.

Stan was running toward her at a full fling. “Let’s go! Quickly!”

He caught her backpack on the dash, threw it over his shoulder, grabbed her arm, and yanked her along. Ir dropped her smoldering cigarette and rushed after Stan. He led her to his house. As soon as the front hatch closed behind them, he bolted it shut.

“I told you! Why did you go to Nane? Now THEY are coming for you… They won’t be looking for you here. Now what we do…”

“Nane will help me get out of Grad.” Ir sat down, distressed, on the edge of the couch.

“When? Where?”

“Sev. Less than an hour to go.” She glanced at the clock.

“Sev? How? For good?” Stan couldn’t find his place, asking himself, What about me?

“I don’t know. I really don’t know.” Ir clutched her head. Stan walked up to her, knelt and took her hands.

“I’m sorry! Forgive me!” He kissed her palms.

Ir clung his head tightly to her chest, breathing in his familiar scent and crying. She realized Stan was sincerely sorry for what he had done. Her resentment faded. The empty space in her heart was filled with love, and she tried to banish from her mind the frightening thought that they might never meet again.

“Alright!” Stan tried to pull himself together. “Take some more water, here… This is all I have. Take it all!” He reached into a drawer under the desk and pulled a small box out of the back of it. Inside there were elongated cards of different colors. The cards were so thin and flimsy, almost translucent.

“What’s that?”

“These are kolrs. You can pay with them on foreign planets. You need them more than I do.”

“Where did you get them?”

“I used to dream that we’d travel together one day, so I’d trade them with the boys when I had the chance.”

“I can’t take them.”

“It’s non-negotiable.” He slipped the kolrs into the hidden pocket of her backpack.

She flung her arms around his neck. Another of her meltdowns. It seemed that even callous Stan could barely hold back the tears. He kissed her neck, and suddenly, he recoiled like she was on fire, throwing a frightened, apologetic look at Ir. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”

She pressed him against her with all her might and plopped him down on the couch. They burned each other with hot kisses, and, for the last time, they became one—the embodiment of platonic and physical love, perhaps beyond what love was for ordinary people.

Stan nervously opened the deadbolt and, remaining inside, cautiously lifted the hatch and looked around.

“All clear, let’s go.”

They ran up the stairs at lightning speed and headed toward Sand Mountain. The surprised bystanders they met along the way jumped aside from the runners, leaving a clear path. Ir saw a shadow looming near the hill. Nane waved them over.

Like some dangerous outlaws, they moved in short bursts, hiding in the natural scenery, only to remain unnoticed. The spaceport appeared on the horizon. It was impossible to go through the passenger terminal; officers were on duty at every corner. The crew had to find another way through. They crawled the distance to a fence about human height with thin cross slits between the beams. It was dark, which was typical for the time of day, but the guarded object was illuminated by broad circles of spotlights, deterring uninvited guests.

“What do we do now?” asked Nane.

“I’ll throw you to the other side and distract the guards. Nane, promise me you will get her on board and make sure she takes off safely!” said Stan.

“I promise!”

Stan stood with his back to the fence, crouched down and folded his arms in a tight grip. As Nane stepped over his hands, he gathered all his strength and tossed her upward. She clung to the holes in the fence and quickly made it to the other side. They both dropped to the ground, hiding from the spotlight. Ir crawled over to Stan.

“Come on,” he said and stood in a stance.

Ir jumped briskly onto the post and climbed over the fence. She dropped to all fours as another circle of light approached, stretched out and loudly collapsed to the ground, hitting her face on the rocks and protruding chunks of hard surface. Ir felt a salty liquid spurt from her cut, dusty lip, swiped her tongue, and spat. Raising her eyes, she noticed Stan’s tears rolling up as he took quick breaths to hold himself back. Stretching his palm forward through the hole in the fence, he touched her one last time, putting into that touch what he could never say out loud—all the force and spectrum of feelings.

“I… I’ll find you,” whispered Stan.

Ir touched his lips with her fingers, getting one last kiss from Grad’s biggest coward.

Stan crawled a good distance away from them, got to his feet, and sauntered along the fence. One searchlight spotted him, and shortly after, all the beams shifted in his direction.

A loudspeaker rumbled. “This is a protected area! Step away from the fence!”

“Don’t shoot your own kind, boys!” said Stan.

Ir and Nane dashed toward the barns. In the distance, they could hear the voices rise up, the sirens of the guard cars approaching, and the sound of fighting. As the distance to the building was decreasing, Ir’s body was traitorously losing stamina. She was short of breath, her side hurt severely, and a red stain spread over her dirty clothes in the shoulder area. Once they reached the spacecraft shed, the two pressed their backs into the wall, trying to blend in the darkness. They paced slowly, hand in hand, toward the open doorway. Nane peered inside, took a step, and pulled her friend after her.

The hall was enormous. With its low ceiling, it went underground for several makzhyuns. Four gray-black cargo ships stood freely, their sharp noses poking out and waiting for their departure. Remaining in the shadows and hiding behind various crates and containers, they walked toward the nearest spacecraft. A figure flashed.

The two became alert, held their breath, and looked at each other. We’re going to get caught! swirled in their heads. A man was whirling around the machine, adjusting the wires in an open panel and constantly turning around, peering sideways. A beam of light illuminated him, and Nane recognized her friend. It was a middle-aged man. His features were typical of Grads. His cheekbones were marked with two round tattoos, a symbol of worship to Perfes, and there were vertical, broad black stripes all around his neck that told of his love of flying, and his eyes were full of dismay.

“Le!” Nane called him softly. The man turned at her thin voice.

“Nane! It’s you! I already thought you wouldn’t come. I was trying my best to stretch the time.” He caught the shape of them against the wall. “Come on, before somebody else gets here!”

“Le, I’m staying. I won’t fly,” Nane said in his ear. “Just take Ir. Promise you’ll get her out of Grad.”

“I promise! It’s time to get inside, dearie. Customs was cleared, and we’ll be on our way to the launching station in no time. Nane, it’ll be alright. I swear!”

The man didn’t let them say goodbye, but hurriedly took Ir’s hand and led her down the spiral staircase. Once they were about halfway down the spacecraft, they stopped near a small open hatch. Pressing her head to her chest, Ir crawled through the opening and found herself in a dead, dark room. Le lit a tiny light. Massive crates overhung on all sides, each bearing the inscription ‘Gradian. Top grade.’ Rows of containers stretched upward in wide columns and formed a small city of crooked skyscrapers. Along and across, they were secured to the base by sturdy cables. Yet, it was highly uneasy to remain below because of the sloping, unevenly positioned structures.

“I won’t be able to turn on the oxygen supply for you because it’s not part of the cargo ship’s design. I thought you were flying with Nane, so here are two air tanks and a mask. That should be enough to fly you all the way to Sev. Try to climb up and position yourself along the wall. That way you’ll be farther from the engines,” Le said. “Once we are there, stay quiet! Don’t get out until I come for you and call your name. We might get stopped for additional inspection. It rarely happens to Grad ships, but if it does, I’ll let you know. You have no idea how many illegals are trying to sneak onto Sev! Customs inspectors are very well trained and shoot to kill right away. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Le! Thank you for helping me!”

“You bet I’m helping you! I promised Nane! Her father saved my wife at the cost of his own. And I am glad to finally repay my debt to the family.”

He pressed his finger to his lips, put the light out, and closed the hatch from the outside. Through the thick layers of skin, Ir could hear him shout to his colleagues that the last check had passed, and the crew needed to be seated. In total darkness, all her senses were straining to the limit, trying to pass as much data as possible to her brain. She stuffed the cylinders in her backpack and proceeded to clamber up, clinging to the ledges and reaching up on her hands.

So that’s why they keep us in shape on Grad! So one can easily overcome obstacles while breaking the law, she thought and grinned.

Once on top of a box obelisk, she craned to look down, felt a chill in her chest, and squeezed hard into the crate. She ripped the straps from her backpack, and tied her torso with them to the sturdy cords, making improvised safety belts.

Suddenly Ir felt movement and a slight swaying as if powerful arms were pulling the ship to the side, and it was reluctantly giving in to them, rattling its materials. When the machinery stopped, she heard something rumbling against the shell, the clamps dropping, and then everything sagging slightly downward, gravitating toward the ground.

One by one, the engines started clicking and thundering. It stank of burning and rotting flies. First-class gradian, Ir thought. She tore off a piece of her shirt and swiftly built some plugs from it, hoping to ease the pain of the strangling noise. The pressure was building. The spaceship trembled harder and harder. She grasped the bulge on the wall with one hand and clutched her backpack with the other, pressing her feet into the crate’s lid with all her might. The insides were in a whirl. The blood rushed to her face; it became unbearably hot, and her forehead was heavily beaded with sweat as she struggled to overcome herself and g-force to stay alive.

“Goodbye, Grad!” Ir shouted with all her might. Tears welled up in her eyes.

The screams were drowned out by the roaring engines, and the ship burst through the atmosphere and out into the frightening unknown.
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Ir held the oxygen mask to her face and tried to calm down so she could breathe measuredly and waste less air. A tiny, rapid-flashing lamp illuminated the darkness with a faint white light, signaling that the tank was nearing its end. She occasionally blacked out, and when she awoke, her brain needed some time to recover. Ir heard an unusual sound, after which the ship’s engines started operating differently as if they were slowing down a bit. Did we make it?

Stretching out of her uncomfortable position, she clamped her backpack with her legs, tried to push against the crate and the wall, and continued to grasp greedily the remaining oxygen. The engines were slowing down, and the machine began to shake violently. She could feel the spaceship striving downward, shrank into herself, preparing for impact. The skin throughout her body sort of tightened, and then went back to normal.

No touchdown followed—it felt like the craft was hovering in the air. There was a clattering of the restraints on the hull, and then the last engine shut down, and the noise ceased. Ir felt heavy stress, fainted yet again, and her flaccid hand, gripping the mask, fell along her body, leaving her chest rapidly contracting. Through the haze of sleep, she thought she heard disgruntled voices babbling in an incomprehensible language that sounded like cackling and cooing as if several male tones were arguing about something and swearing loudly.

The hatch opened. A bright beam illuminated the place, spotlighting the stacks of crates, and the fresh, moist, warm air rushed in a wave, reaching into every desiccated corner. Ir opened her eyes and clasped her mouth with her hand. She silently tried to replenish her oxygen deficit without giving herself away. She ran her fingers through the knots with all her stamina, freeing herself from the rag shackles. Pulling her goggles from the bag and pressing them tightly against the skin of her face, Ir threw her head to the side on the edge of the crate, finding an observation position camouflaged by the darkness.

“Nonaki ne ol?”1 someone said. Ir saw a person climb inside and begin to examine the contents.

“Eet gradian,”2 said a familiar male voice, pronouncing the last word clearly and without an accent.

“Ibp?”3

“Indi. Gasolina la.”4

The man climbed out, leaving the hatch open. The voices faded away, carrying only fragments of incomprehensible chatter. Ir was shaking with fear. She heard a different language than Sevan. It meant only one thing: the place of her arrival was not the place of her destination. Hiding in the blackness like a predatory nocturnal animal, she deftly descended the crates. Once at the bottom, Ir perked up. Her backbone suddenly felt very light and stretched out a couple of azhyuns as she relaxed. Hiding behind a pillar, she tried to figure out where she was by indirect indications.

The little shelter was filled with hot, humid air that opened the pores not only on her skin but on her clothes as well, turning them into a piece of crumpled wet rag within moments. The doorway glowed very brightly. Even through her goggles, she couldn’t make out what was outside. Ir was disgusted with herself because she could smell the stench of dirt, sweat, and caked blood.

Her attention was diverted by an interesting muffled sound, like an uneven rustling and wrecking. The sound of the sea. Ir was collecting inconsistencies one by one: there were no seas on Sev, only rivers and lakes; the sky was perpetually draped in clouds, and it rained every single sevoday, and Noom’s light was muted and dim. Had Le deceived me and brought me to another planet? What to do now?

Ir was peering through the crack between the boxes when she noticed a man-like shadow dive inside the ship. She huddled against the wall with fear, listened for rustles, but did not come out of her hiding place. The unknown man was squeezing between the crates as if searching for something.

“Ir! Are you alive?”

“Le, is that you?” she said quietly.

“Hail to Perfes! It’s a good thing I had two cylinders ready to go in the first place, and Nane didn’t go. Otherwise, you both would have suffocated. Sweetheart, I couldn’t get you to Sev. Some of the planets teamed up against Grad because of the Ligon explosion. Both cargo and passenger ships are now banned from them. To sell gradian at least somewhere, we had to stop here on Neoar. After dropping off the cargo, we’ll go back home. I promised Nane I’d take you away, and I did. Now I’ll help you get out of the ship, and you get as far away from here as you can. Stay in the dark. I’ll give you a signal when the path is clear.”

Ir tensed. What happens next? She knew little of Neoar, and heard only that it was famous for its fertile lands and the tastiest fruits in the universe. The people were meek and humble, and ruled by a bunch of wealthy lords, who, acting with dispatch, divided among themselves all the territories of the planet. They settled like masters, treating others as their slaves and playing with the lives of the poor as if they were puppets. Ir needed to get out as soon as possible. The hardest part was figuring out how.

“Ir, this way!”

She squeezed between the crates and stepped forward. Dark circles swam before her, and the bright light blinded her, rejecting the foreignness. The breeze hit her face with renewed force, and her skin, unaccustomed to Noom’s intense radiation, got covered in small red spots. She shook her head and opened her eyes sharply, trying to summon up her senses.

There was the sea all around, and in the sky floated barely distinguishable weird birds of light blue color, which greeted the alien with a wide wingspan and an unpleasant cackle. The station where the spacecraft arrived was above water, and a wide bridge, built on piles, led to the shore. The entire structure was made of the strongest ealock, a material similar to that used on Grad for the skin of cars and aircraft.

Le ran across the long bridge toward the ground, signaling Ir to follow him, as the sound of gunfire rang out, causing them to halt. Several men appeared behind the beach’s trees, firing invisible bullets into the air, not laser ones like on Grad. The sound was unmistakable. The men were clanging loudly, waiting for them on the beach. Ir and Le rushed back to the ship, but two more locals with guns came out of the scaffolding on the other side.

“Nis to?”5 One of the men nodded at Ir.

“Shakamut la s Grad. Avu am sjon yatap. Agmaamkan!”6 Le raised his right hand up and began to twirl it.

“Da anih ti ash samaa! Sa palauf in ispanapar alkazu,” said the other man. “Atk au.” He addressed Le. “Barab kapa nayam au!”7

Ir shifted her gaze from her compatriot to the fearsome men he was conversing with without the slightest idea of what they were saying. It occurred to her that if she jerked now, one of them would indeed shoot, then she would fear no more. Her debt to Kenir, Nane, and herself did not permit her to do so; she could not give up without trying to escape. Something inside her told her to live on, no matter what.

“They will take you to their master,” said Le. “I’m sorry this happened, Ir!”

One of the guards walked up to her, tied her hands, put the muzzle of his gun against her back, and began pushing her toward the shore.

“Le! Don’t you dare tell Nane! Don’t let her blame herself!” Ir turned around and shouted, for which she received a butt to the head.

Very kind girl, thought Le. Too kind to go through all this. May Perfes bless her!

Ir stumbled forward. The guards, who believed in stereotypes about the incredible strength and nimbleness of Grads, led her under escort and didn’t dare take their eyes off the captive for a moment. Their clothing was not at all like that, which was customary on Ir’s home planet. They were wrapped in a thick, tight green cloth from head to toe. Their suits seemed to be one-piece coveralls, with a hood that hid their faces, through which huge black eyes peered out at her, and soft boots that allowed them to tread silently on the surface.

After passing through a small strip of beach, they ended up on the road, where a truck was parked waiting for them. The vehicle was the same bright green color as the men’s suits, and the body was of the open type—a sturdy structure on wheels without a roof or doors. One of the guards jumped behind the panel with a control stick and buttons, the other hopped on the seat next to Ir, and the rest went back to the ship to unload the gradian.

The vehicle rocked from side to side, and it was hard for Ir to maintain her balance with her hands tied behind her back. The guard beside her was demonstratively not looking away and showed no intention to help, running his fingers over the grip and the trigger of his weapon. Trees flashed to her right and left, fanciful birds of bright colors hovering and clutching in small skirmishes above them. The blissful scent of blooming flowers overpowered all the smells in the air. The truck stopped beside a perfectly white building, its wings spread wide in different directions. From how every nook and cranny of the structure was chiseled, she knew she had been taken to one of the palaces of the Neoar aristocrats.

Ir was escorted inside. She followed the guard through the narrow corridors of the manor, marveling at the cleanliness and austerity of the premises. They descended the stairs and found themselves in front of a solid door. The man pushed Ir inside, knocking her off her feet, and shouted something in his language. Ir heard the door slam shut behind her with a rattle, and, judging by the subtle sounds, the code lock was activated.

The room was exactly the same size as her home on Grad. Her imagination filled the space with visions of familiar things. How amazing the human brain is, she thought. In moments of danger, it’s always trying to recreate scenes to instill a sense of peace. The chamber was underground, with no light, and chilling darkness that enveloped her. Ir grew relieved, her panic vanished, and her eyes finally rested from the sizzling brightness of Noom and gratefully enjoyed the homelike gloom.

As she glanced around the cell, she noted the lack of any items in it, as if the dungeon were a transit point and not intended for prolonged confinement. Ir crawled to the wall and rested her back against it. A pleasant coolness ran down her skin. She banged the back of her head monotonically against the stones, trying to figure out what to do next. It was unclear how long the kidnappers were going to keep her in this basement and what their plan was. In the deep silence, she suddenly recognized the faint rustle of approaching footsteps. How can they move so quietly?

The door opened, and a man walked in and waved her over. Straddling her legs, Ir stood up and followed the escort. The man in front of her walked briskly, and she, even at times changing to a jog, could barely keep up with him. Through the corridors of the stone labyrinth, he brought her to a wide door. He paused for a moment before entering, opened it and stepped inside, making a deep bow. Ir followed him in.

She dropped her mouth open in amazement as she was struck by the lavish decoration of the hall. On the ultra-white walls hung tapestries of wondrous birds and beasts. On her right side, she saw a wall-sized waterfall fountain that dumped amvolshes of water, reproducing the comforting sounds of nature. Its flow diverged in long streams in all directions, forming peculiar patterns on the surface. And inside these tiny rivers swam red fish. She thought she was contemplating the most extraordinary aquarium in the world.

Ir stopped and watched the quick movements of the guard and could not figure out how he managed to walk over the small islands without stepping on the water and its inhabitants, for there was no covering on the floor, not even a malyet one, and the fish splashed and leaped high above the surface. She timidly put her foot down, struggling to grope the floor, when suddenly she heard someone say in Grad language. “Don’t be afraid! There’s a special hovering field. Come closer!”

Ir trusted the voice and took a few steps forward. She looked down and was astounded that her body was soaring in the air, fluttering a few azhyuns above the water. Her legs felt no difference like she was resting her feet on solid stones. She took a small test leap, then another movement, then another, and finally, she was no longer wary and was treading boldly on the ingenious surface.

At the very end of the long hall, she noticed two thrones on a dais. On the left sat a young man in a turquoise-blue robe with broad, dark yellow stitching on the fabric, and a wide band across his neck. His skin was of a dark red hue, the features were strikingly handsome and eye-catching, the nose was straight, lips thin, and his gaze very authoritative. He held his posture majestically and watched the alien female.

To his left was a slightly smaller throne, on which a woman, who was old enough to be the man’s mother, sat with her head held high. Her clothes were of airy fabrics with thick padding, her hair was decorated with jewels and precious metals, and a necklace glowed and shimmered with lights. She examined Ir from top to bottom with a look full of disgust.

Beside the man on the throne, to his right and slightly further back, stood another person, his costume resembling the robe of a nobleman, but with a dark gray tone. At the sight of him, everything flipped inside Ir. He wore silly goggles, as Stan had once called them. The small frames with the dark malyets fit tightly over his eyes, protecting them from Noom. And on the left side of his forehead was a small tattoo of the generosity symbol, faded in an unsightly shade of blue. He’s from Grad! Her soul quivered. I am saved! The guard’s hand stopped Ir a few steps away from the noblemen.

“Bow.” She heard the word in her native tongue and obeyed the order.

Ir suddenly felt a violent spasm in her head and a noise in her ears. She was in so much pain that she screamed, crouched down, and collapsed on the floor. She was afraid to open her eyes. Ir couldn’t understand what was happening, and couldn’t hear anything through the humming. The agony gradually got worse. Are they crippling me? she thought, and then felt someone touch her and take her hand away from her ear. Finally, when she opened her eyes, she saw it was covered in blood. The Grad man sat beside her, digging through a small medicine chest. He pressed hard on her head and injected several shots around her ears. The pain subsided, and her hearing was returning, but the humming was still there.

The man on the throne was visibly nervous as he watched her suffer, but not a muscle in the old woman’s face flinched. He summoned the Grad man to his side and whispered in his ear.

“You should feel better soon. I gave you something for the pain. Come and see me tomorrow,” the savior told Ir, then paused for a moment and added in a stern, important tone. “This is Samaa A’Obal. He is an alyipi. It’s like ‘master’ or ‘lord’ in Gradish. Next to him is his mother, N’Itu. The Lord wants to know why you came to his land.”

“My name is Ir Neva. Law enforcement on Grad chased me, and to survive, I escaped by sneaking onto a cargo spacecraft. I hoped it would take me to Sev, but because of flight restrictions, the ship had to change course, and I ended up here. If Samaa A’Obal lets me, I will leave his planet at the first opportunity.”

The interpreter relayed Ir’s words aloud and leaned toward the lord to hear his answer.

“Samaa A’Obal asks who you were on Grad.”

“I worked in a mine as a general laborer.”

The woman on the throne, hearing Ir’s answer from the Grad man’s lips, snorted loudly. The master called him over with a flick of his fingers, having put the decision together in his mind.

“Samaa A’Obal says you were sent to him by the gods. He cannot give up their gifts that easily, so he will not let you go anywhere. Instead, the Alyipi told me to teach you Neoarese language so you can communicate with the locals. He and his mother are the only free people here; the rest are his slaves. That’s why, from this day forward, like all the women of his land, you are Samaa A’Obal’s concubine and must obey him unconditionally. And if you dare to disobey or try to run away, the punishment will be immediate.”

Ir’s chin trembled. She shook her head nervously, murmuring to herself, Slave? Slave? What kind of world are we living in?

“No, no! You misunderstood me! Just let me go! I don’t want to stay here!” Ir fussed and started skipping from side to side.

The guards ran up and, restraining her, placed her in front of the lord. N’Itu slowly stood up, stepped close to the stranger, and held the dagger over her. Ir frightenedly turned her head away, preparing to take the blow. The woman cut through her clothes in a few strokes. The shirt and pants fell silently to the magic floor.

“Gayo i yaab san alkazu Alyipi Samaa A’Obal! E an yaton atak paga Samaa!”8 yelled the old woman with all her anger.

Ir sobbed, shrinking to hide her naked body.

“You better not resist, Ir!” said the Grad man. “Try to calm down. We’ll see each other tomorrow and talk. Everything will be alright!”

An older woman emerged from a hidden door, picked up Ir’s belongings, threw a light cloth over her and led her away. Endless corridors, stairs, and passages again. The labyrinth of hidden paths dizzied poor Ir and instilled intense fear. What will happen now? How shall I get out of here? Who was that Grad man? Will he help me?

Ir was escorted to one of the rooms—the servants’ dormitory. The place was small, with a tiny window opposite the entrance, and tiered beds with hammocks instead of mattresses along the walls. The attendant threw Ir’s stuff on the top tier and stepped out without saying a word. Ir went to the window and put out her palm. Her fingers struck a dense field similar to the one she had witnessed in the luxurious hall.

Outside, everything was strewn with a variety of vegetation. The trees lined up quite densely as if they were forming a living hedge. Gradually the sky lit up in deep colors—Noom flooded it with blue-green hues. I’ve never seen sunsets like this. Maybe there could be something good on this planet, she thought.

A novel scraping sound made her turn around; it was the portal that served as the room entrance, and several young women of different ages walked through it. They were laughing and babbling merrily in the unknown language, not noticing the newcomer at first. Ir’s face stretched in surprise. The fabric from which their clothes were made was of a yellow tone, but the texture was completely transparent, and all the lines and shapes of their bodies could be seen through it. Their heads were covered completely, leaving small slits for their eyes, but the features of their faces, and the wide bands around their necks, were very clearly visible through the thin fabric. One of them distracted herself from the conversation, walked over to Ir, threw a roll of cloth at her, and said in a grumpy voice, “Maliga ragdat!”9 Ir unwrapped it and found a transparent woman’s suit in white, with no headdress.

The sky wrapped in the darkness of night, and the roommates rushed to take their sleeping accommodations. Ir climbed into her hammock and stared at the ceiling. She turned around for a while, searching for a comfortable pose. It seemed that as soon as she succeeded in falling asleep, the rays of the morning Noom hit the window, and everyone woke up as if on an alarm clock. One of the roommates beckoned Ir to follow her.

They came into a large hall, where the rest of the manor’s inhabitants quickly flocked. Everyone was staring at Ir, peering at her up and down and pointing their fingers indecently. Seeing Ir’s worried look, a roommate touched her shoulder and waved her hand as a way to say, “Don’t mind them!”

Ir nodded and smiled, and she smiled back, touched the bridge of her nose lightly and said, “Gapi.”

“Ir.” She patted herself on the chest with her fist, the way Grads usually introduced themselves, but then repeated the subtle motion with the bridge of her nose.

Someone audibly put a bowl of food in front of her. Ir noticed that everybody else was eating the same thing and cautiously sniffed the contents. A sweet floral scent immediately hit her nose, making her appetite run wild. Why does everything on this planet smell so good? She picked up a spoon and tasted the food. Ir closed her eyes in pleasure and moaned a little, which amused her seatmates.

“It’s really good!” she said in Gradish, her mouth full, turning to the laughing audience. They nodded as if they knew what she was saying. All of a sudden, a disturbing silence settled over the space, and everyone focused on their plates and didn’t dare lift their heads. Ir sensed that someone was standing behind her. She turned around anxiously. It was N’Itu and the Grad man. He leaned toward her and said softly, “After breakfast, stay a while.”

She shook her head affirmatively, and as soon as the important persons had gone, she audibly gulped down her food.

Sitting alone after the meal, Ir examined the decorations in the hall. Everything looked so clean and bright and tidy, not at all like on cold and stony Grad. Even magnificent Jantz seemed less luxurious to her than this place.

“Ir! Hello again! May I finally introduce myself and tell you all about me? My name is Sani. I’ve been living on Neoar in the kasanduan of Alyipi Samaa A’Obal for several years now. I was born on Grad, which is obvious.” He adjusted his goggles. “Then my family and I moved to Rhea with my parents and sister. Following in my father’s footsteps, Yuda and I studied to be doctors. She stayed there, and I came here. Do you know anything about Neoar?”

“Practically nothing. But now I know the food here is the best in the universe.”

“That’s for sure! You won’t be able to eat zyfra anymore.” He laughed. “Let’s go to my study, and I’ll have a look at you.”

Sani and Ir walked outside, and past the colorful flowerbeds, they wandered through the master’s garden toward the hospital.

“The biggest thing you’ll find hardest to get used to is time. You may have already noticed that everyone here moves incredibly fast. That’s because the planet is spinning around its axis rapidly, and a day here lasts only about twelve sevohours. I won’t even compare it to a leisurely Grad. Your readjustment can last quite a long time, so your body will be fatigued and exhausted at first, and you’ll have to switch to a new sleep regime. The climate here is very favorable. Just look at how many wonderful birds and animals are around!” Sani pulled small seed-like balls out of his pocket and put out his hand.

In just a few moments, an abao flew down from the branch of a nearby tree. It was an expressive bird with pink and purple curls. It was small, but its wings had a wide span, about a makzhyun in length, and its tail shimmered in the noomlight with different colors. Such a natural wonder must have the sweetest and most lulling singing, Ir thought. The bird opened its beak, and a cry sounded so horrible that it resembled nothing more than the song of a drunken Grad warrior who had emptied more than one bottle of liquor and vainly tried to make his way home. Ir furrowed her brow, and the fellow snorted loudly in response.

“Yes, it’s a marvelous tune, isn’t it? Most of the animals on Neoar are friendly. You can tell that at a glance. But some are dangerous. Not many. The asa, for example. It’s a colossal beast with short, bright yellow fur and easy to spot from a distance. It moves on four paws, so it can quickly speed up. It mostly hunts at night and can easily overpower even an adult male. Its teeth contain strong venom, so when you get attacked, the only chance of surviving is to suck the toxin from the wound right after the bite, squeezing the skin, and spit it out immediately.”

Ir listened enthusiastically to Sani’s story, which resembled a travel show where she got to be the host and meet the main local expert. She had forgotten entirely that their destination was a hospital and felt slightly surprised when he led her to the medical office. Sani glanced at her awkwardly and handed her a change of clothes—a bra and shorts of thick fabric.

After changing, Ir sat down on the couch and looked gratefully at the doctor. Gently, Sani palpated the bruise stripes on her body and examined the abrasions on her knees, the buzzing ears, and the dent on her arm. The latter caught his attention. He carefully probed the circumference of the healing wound and smiled, got sideways, rolled up his sleeve, and proudly displayed his shoulder.

“I’ve got one, too! It’s our Grad mark.” Sani grinned, showing her the scar.

Continuing to examine her, he paid great attention to every scratch and bruise on Ir’s body. It was apparent how much he cared to explore everything that had happened to her. Sani applied compresses to thin out the blood, injected pain medication, and used ointments.

“That’s all I can do for your recovery.” He finished all the procedures. “I could have done much more, but unfortunately, there is no proper equipment or drugs on Neoar. You have no idea what kind of technology they have on Rhea! It’s a planet where they can cure any disease! Now let’s take a walk to the sea.”

Ir spun around, admiring the scenery. After the gray, dull, angular Grad, the picturesque Neoar evoked a smile and a pleasant warmth.

“The sea is salty on some planets, but ours has water which is bittersweet and different in structure from normal drinking one. There are many different laboratories on Neoar. In one of them, the water is put through special heat treatment, and when it is heated to only one hundred fifteen degrees Mayer, it breaks down, and sediment forms. We make fertilizer from it and use it in agriculture. You’ve probably noticed that the skin of the natives has a red hue. This peculiarity is because of the mineral dyes present in the local water. What’s interesting, the agricultural products shipped from here throughout the system do not possess these properties. And the Neoarese themselves, when they move to other parts of the system, slightly lose their color pigment.”

“Can I drink it right from here?” Ir leaned into the water, touching the drops of the shore wave.

“Never drink it raw! It’s bad for your digestion and will cause stomach infections. First, the water must undergo at least minimal purification, whether by heat or filters.”

“And what is the weather like here?”

“It’s hot year-round. Noom warms us up for seven neoarodays, and then it rains hard for three days, nourishing the soil. As you’ve probably figured out by now, the planet’s primary industries are agriculture and fertilizer production. But there’s another, a very unusual one. I’ll tell you about it later when we go to the temple. Neoar is a cluster of islands. Alyipi Samaa A’Obal is one of the richest here. He owns an archipelago of thirteen medium and small lands.”

“Tell me about the people, and why I have to dress like this!” Ir pointed disgruntledly at herself. Sani threw an awkward look at her in response.

“The aristocrats rule here. Everything belongs to a small group who are honored equally to the Emperor of Grad. Absolutely everything within the domain belongs to one person, an alyipi. On Neoar, as back home and on other conservative planets, women are trampled on. No one knows why anymore, but here, the problem has bloated to unbelievable proportions and women became property… Excuse me for saying this. I don’t hold that view. But that’s the way the locals take it. You belong only to Samaa A’Obal now, and the white color of your outfit underlines that. It’s transparent because that’s how the ruler can get a closer look at you. When young women reach adulthood, they all must wear only such clothes, because they belong to him. The master at some point may want to get to know someone better, and after a night spent together, he either leaves her as his concubine, in which case she is entitled to wear clothes of thick fabrics so that no one else can admire her, or he discards her. Such women wear translucent yellow dresses. Among them, the rest of the men of Neoar choose their brides. And once they are married, they no longer have to wear seductive open clothing, as, besides the Alyipi, their bodies belong only to their husbands.”

“Sani, that’s awful!”

“I know. But I can’t help it.”

“Why haven’t I met a single child this whole time? Where are all of them?”

“That’s another of the peculiarities of Neoar. All the children live in communes. Immediately after birth, they are taken from their families and placed in the care of special mentors. Parents and babies are not allowed to spend time together or contact each other.”

“What? What about mother’s love and care?”

“Such things are thought to loosen and spoil the child, and this affects their character and obedience in adulthood. That’s because when you get used from a young age to having nothing of your own, not even your mom, you commit yourself and work harder for the good of the Alyipi and the planet.”

“Oh, Perfes! Even on Grad, people aren’t that cruel!”

“Tell me about it…”

After a brief pause, Sani opened up. “I have a girlfriend on one of the neighboring islands. And I can’t take her as my wife, because her parents won’t let me. And the only reason is that I’m a Grad man, that I look different, and as they say, would spoil their reputation. Despite the fact I’m a doctor! A respected man around here! And they’re just farmers.”

“Why don’t you take her away from here? You could start a new life in another world. Just the two of you. And then raise kids together.”

“Where would I take her? To Grad? To Rhea? Imagine coming there after all this. And why should I run? I wait and hope that the day will come when the laws on Neoar change, and we can be happy.” He spread his arms.

“Do you do something to make them change? It seems you are afraid to take a serious step.”

Sani didn’t answer but turned away as if Ir had hit a nerve. They sat in silence for some time, staring at the foamy shore. Each thought of the magical, absurd planet that had driven them to a dead end, and the only solution to save their lives was to figure out a way to get out of it.

“You know, let’s go to the temple, and then, let’s start our Neoarese classes.” Sani sprang abruptly to his feet.

Close to the sea, just a few minutes inland, there was a chapel, the appearance of which made Ir open her mouth in admiration. The white facade was carved with counter-reliefs and protruding bas-reliefs painted in shades of red. A number of paths led to the fairy-tale temple through dense bushes and front gardens, which were connected by a whimsical twisting ornament in the center in front of the main entrance, like the symbol of Noom from the historical chronicles. Inside, the place was unusually dark for this planet; the walls were carpeted with images of native myths and legends. But the wonder that Ir saw made her shriek and take her guide by the hand.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Sani grinned.

“What is it? Clockworks? Lasers?” Ir stepped forward. “How is that possible?”

There were sculptures on pedestals all over the temple in a chaotic order. They were not made of stone, but of wire, carved. As if linked by a fine mesh, the threads twisted and arranged together into animal figures. They constantly changed their poses and moved slowly like living creatures. From inside, the sculptures glowed in different colors, and the beams were so bright that they were the only sources of light in the entire hall.

Ir walked up close to one animal, which stood on two wide hind legs and short forelegs. Its ears immediately perked up, and its muzzle froze. The novel creature lurched, then slowly lowered, approaching Ir. She stopped dead. When it was less than a couple of azhyuns away from touching her, she shrieked and ran behind Sani’s back, and he burst out laughing.

“Don’t be afraid. They can’t touch you.”

“What is this? Are these their gods?”

“Something like that. Remember when I promised to tell you what else Neoar specializes in? Well, the fields.”

“I know, the land.”

“No! Electrical, gravitational, magnetic, and so on. I don’t know if you’ve noticed that all the locals wear straps around their necks. Well, it’s not just a weird accessory. It has a vital function. At the clasp at the back, it has a small bulgy plate built into it. It doesn’t cause any discomfort, doesn’t track anything, as our Grad transmitters did, but only consumes. Its function is collecting. Humans produce energy all the time, even when they do nothing. And Neoarese suggested that if they could learn how to harvest it, then, by converting it, they could get incredible amounts of energy. Having constructed a chip storage device, they took a long time to investigate where it should be placed. After numerous experiments, they found that the cervical spinal cord, due to its position, outputs the greatest flow of energy. After that, all inhabitants of the planet were given necklaces with unusual chip stones. They were then introduced to the new tradition that every evening they must come to the temple and offer their energy to the gods, receiving empty storage devices in return.”

“Don’t they resent having to give up their energy?”

“They feel differently about it. Getting rid of unnecessary things makes them feel lighter and more relaxed as if they’re not touching the ground. And, of course, for them, it’s part of a cult, part of worshipping the gods.”

“What gods? That was invented by scientists, wasn’t it?”

“The gods do exist on Neoar, and they make themselves known from time to time.”

“How do they?” Ir asked, perplexed.

“Through alyipis. They speak to them and predict the future.”

Ir shook her head. What kind of nonsense is this guy talking about? she thought.

“And how do they do it? Whisper in their ear?”

“No one knows. But the chair, right there in the back of the chamber, alyipis use it as a communicator.”

“Why didn’t you and I get one of those straps?”

“Because we are not Neoarese. Our energy is, literally, ‘dirty.’ The gods won’t accept it and might get angry.”

“Do people have enough left? They don’t fall to the ground from fatigue?”

“No, the device doesn’t suck out energy. It sucks up what would have gone into the ambiance. But the local water is real living water. It’s so enriched that it triggers the body to produce more energy. You see how the cycle is set up here? The planet helps people so that people help the planet.”

Ir glanced once more at the temple and the animals, listening to Sani’s story.

“But that’s a lot of energy! It can’t all be for sacrifices. The population is growing, there are more and more people.”

“So it is. Some of it goes here, and some goes to the labs.”

“What do they do with it? Light up houses?”

“No.” Sani grinned. “They could turn it into a real protective field! There is a thin layer around the entire planet. It protects against space debris, which used to be an immense problem on Neoar, destroying crops. It also serves as a sort of shield from enemies and unwanted guests. When spacecraft are allowed to land, the field is weakened, so its particles can’t do any damage. You had a chance to feel its effects when you landed on Neoar. It’s also used in the windows of the palace instead of malyet, or as an amusing decoration on the floor of the reception hall where you were brought yesterday. And, of course, don’t forget the weapons. There are no bullets, lasers, or anything else. Domestic warriors shoot with energy. This becomes extra dangerous for enemies since they can’t trace where the shot is headed. At the same time, wounds received from energy shots penetrate immediately into the nervous system.”

“How are such wounds treated? That’s beyond conventional medicine.”

“Actually, it isn’t. It’s quite ordinary. A doctor doesn’t just treat a cut or an abrasion, or a severed arm. It all depends on the distance from which the person was shot and the time after which the victim took medicine. The hit leaves small wavelike spots on the skin, which can be used to trace where the injury’s epicenter is. Even if the shot was fired from a distance and did not hit critical organs, it’s still life-threatening. If the antidote is not taken, the nervous system will gradually fail, the person will have convulsions, and their frequency and duration will increase over time. But Neoarese fighters have nothing to fear, as this is the only place to find a cure that can save them from a terrible death. It’s made from small blue flowers, they are called miniks. There are serums in first aid kits all over the planet derived from the excretion of the healing substance, but even if you can’t find it on hand, you can always eat a few buds and thus first aid yourself.”

“I can’t believe it’s possible! Is there any way to see this protective field surrounding the planet?”

“Just look at the sky when it rains.” He smiled. “Shall we study the language now?”

As she left for dinner, Ir felt exhausted. She sank heavily onto the bench beside Gapi and exhaled heavily. Her neighbor stroked her back and smiled.

“Laha ga amagigi maa!”10 she said.

Ir didn’t understand but assumed that Gapi was trying to cheer her up, and smiled forcedly. A plate of food and a small green pill appeared in front of her, similar to the uyei berry she had tasted more than once on Jantz. She took it in her hands and sniffed it. No scent came from it. Turning her head, she saw her seatmate put it under her tongue and eat it calmly. Ir raised her eyebrows at her, asking what kind of medicine it was. Gapi smiled, pictured a protruding stomach with her hand, shook her head, and said, “Indi!”11

Ir got uncomfortable again. Very carefully, while no one watched, she tossed the pill to the floor and crushed it with her foot. They once gave me an unknown potion on Grad that clouded my mind and almost robbed me of my life. I don’t buy that anymore! Better to let them punish me than to take some secret junk, she thought.





  
    1
    What’s inside? (from Neoarese)
  

    2
    It’s gradian
  

    3
    Anything else?
  

    4
    No, just commodities.
  

    5
    Who’s that?
  

    6
    She fled Grad. Don’t kill her. Please!
  

    7
    We’ll take her to our master! I think he won’t mind a new slave girl… And you… We’ll soon find a way to discipline you!
  

    8
    You are now the slave of Samaa A’Obal! And your body belongs only to your master!
  

    9
    Welcome!
  

    10
    You’ll be fine!
  

    11
    No!
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A couple of weeks later, Sani took Ir to show her the workplace—the agricultural farm to which she had been assigned by N’Itu.

“Ruta grows on this side and over there, in the distance, ongu and akgan. That’s the main fruit that our island specializes in. The work in the fields is very hard. I don’t know why the lady sent you here. Maybe she thought that if you worked in the mines extracting gradian, farming under the scorching heat of Noom would seem like a simple task for you. Now that you already know the basics of the language, you can communicate enough to be of use to the kasanduan.”

They were greeted by an older man dressed in bright orange clothing with a large round hat with a wide brim.

“I am Ir.”

“Oshu,” said the man hastily. “No time to talk! Let’s go to the field!”

She followed the head farmer briskly, anticipating a hard, grueling day, and walked along a narrow, rocky path leading her to a small cliff. Ir gasped in amazement.

The unfolded landscape was so stunning that any other planet would be jealous of its beauty, and any inhabitant would give the fortune to enjoy such a miracle. As she stood at the very top, grace and majesty were revealed to her. She wanted to turn into a bird and, spreading her wings wide apart, enjoy her flight over the meadow. There was a slope beneath her feet that went several kanzhyuns down at a sharp angle. Strips of rutu bushes stretched across it in immaculate rows. There were so many that it was impossible to count them. No wonder Neoar could feed the entire world with its delicacies. The small, elongated fruits hung in whole clusters, luring in birds and insects with their bright color and tart scent.

“You will work here today.” Oshu interrupted Ir’s fantasies. “Because the fruits are juicing, they are getting heavier every day. To help the branches support them, we prop them up with these sticks.”

The man pointed to a wide lever split at the top.

“Pay attention to how they’re fixed. If you set the support wrong, the branch will break off and the crop will be lost. First, get the sticks from that barn over there, and then I’ll show you what to do next.”

Ir followed all the instructions with precision and listened attentively to the old farmer. He, in turn, initially skeptical of the new worker, was eventually impressed by her diligence and took a liking to her.

In just a couple of days, Oshu taught Ir how to care for ongu and akgan. They were some of the most demanding plants on Neoar. Ongu, for example, grew exclusively on special trellises and only in the shade. And akgan was like a half-animal, half-plant. Its long, thin whiskers kept trying to run over to neighboring beds and attack the shoots of other crops. In addition to its nasty behavior, the sapling had to get a lot of personal attention, such as talking to it, and to increase its fertility, the farmers had cleverly contrived to surround the sneakers with music, which on Neoar was bright, noisy, ringing to match the planet.

Ir was on the way to her bedroom when one of the Alyipi’s personal maids approached her and told her to go to his quarters. Ir felt a chill run down her spine. After the series of shocks she had undergone, the slight calm seemed like a blessing.

The guard opened the door for her, and she stepped onto the hovering floor, beneath which was a picturesque carpet of exquisite flowers whose fragrance enveloped the space and created a cozy atmosphere. The large chamber was divided into several rooms, and Samaa A’Obal was waiting for her in the second. He sat in a small throne chair made of expensive wood, decorated with tiles and embedded stones, and observed Ir, noting her every hesitant movement.

“Have a seat, Ir.” He pointed to the luxurious sofa opposite the throne.

“You wanted to see me, Samaa A’Obal?”.

“Yes. I have given you time to settle in on Neoar, watched you. What do you think of our planet?”

“It is a very beautiful place! You are fortunate because you get to enjoy it every day. But your laws”—she hesitated a little, picking her words to avoid sounding rude—“are foreign to me. The way you treat children… And the clothes… How can you force women to wear that?”

“You know how to fix it.” The Alyipi looked at her with greasy eyes, examining every azhyun of her body.

“No!” She jumped up from her seat. “It will never happen between us. Not in a million years!”

“But I am the master here, and you belong to me.” He came close to Ir and squeezed her shoulders firmly.

“No!” She pushed him away. “You can kill me right now, but it won’t happen!”

Ir held her face, though her soul was shaking. She felt how she had changed, felt her growing strength, and that she had finally learned to stand up for herself. Samaa A’Obal looked at her, shocked.

“No one has ever said no to me before,” he grumbled formidably. “What do you want, you insolent Grad girl?”

“I want you to let me leave this planet.”

“You know, the gods told me that my life would drastically change the day I would see your eyes. So… My answer is no!”

The Alyipi called for the guards, and Ir was taken back from the master’s quarters to her own. Lying in the uncomfortable hammock and staring at the ceiling, she wondered what it would cost her to refuse Samaa A’Obal—a public punishment or death.

She was awakened by Noom, casting its festive, shining rays on her pale, tear-weary eyelids. Scrolling through the millions of scenarios in her head that always had a sad ending, she didn’t even notice when one maid entered the room and addressed her loudly. Ir’s eyes widened as she handed her a suit of thick cloth, signifying that Ir was now the concubine of Samaa A’Obal himself. Applause swept through the room. Her neighbors congratulated her from the bottom of their hearts, happy for their friend and jealous of her new status at the same time. And Ir couldn’t understand how anyone could be excited about becoming someone else’s property.

The Alyipi’s behavior struck her to the core. He was not just a physically strong man, there was a powerful spirit in him, a man who, when confronted by a strong woman, could overcome his ego and give in. It was astonishing that a person of his caliber did not take out his anger to justify his vanity. Then he can be trusted, Ir thought.

No wonder in all her time in Samaa A’Obal’s possessions, she had never heard of anyone being displeased with him. People disliked the hard work and how women were treated, and some even dared to criticize the political system on Neoar and the upbringing of children in the communes. But none of them ever complained about their alyipi. At times, Ir compared the farming planet to Grad, and it was this difference that caught her eye the most. Here, in happy kasanduan, people were proud of their ruler and followed him, not because they feared him, but because they knew that Samaa A’Obal was a good man and could be trusted. On Grad, a poor man’s life was worth nothing—an image was more important than the profound content.

Suppose the master was dishonest, and all his citizens knew he was a thief and a villain. In that case, the system could only be preserved by fear and stupidity, and the indoctrination of the population with false ideas. And if one dug deeper, it turned out that all those proud, misguided people were, in fact, humiliated weaklings ruled by hatred. They turned to face difficulties not because they were courageous, but because they needed to be ready to defend themselves against backstabbing. A simple law of human behavior that could easily be explained in military matters so familiar to Ir. If a commander was a hero, so were all the soldiers in his squad. When hazing and insults were the norm, the servicemen did not behave as brave men, but as vandals and monsters.

Working in the field, Ir was a little unsettled that day, as if she had a feeling that something bad was going to happen. She was tying up akgans when suddenly a strong wind struck. For her, this kind of weather was common during the thunderstorm season on Grad, but she could tell from the reaction of the natives that it was not the usual thing for them. She stretched out and looked around. The wind seemed to come from the sea. Gradually its gusts grew stronger; some plants bent so badly that they were almost ripped out by the roots. Ir glanced back, and a chill swept through her body.

There was chaos at the very bottom, where she had recently been peacefully strolling along the beach with Sani, burying her feet in the hot sand and rejoicing in the warm sea. In the distance, she saw a rising wave hurtling toward land at breakneck speed. With each makzhyun, it seemed to gain momentum and grow higher. The boats that did not make it to shore were lost in the depths of the water and surfaced sometime later, capsized and carried to another part of the shore. People rushed screaming up the hill, fleeing the water disaster. The wind was picking up, and it was hard to resist, so Ir had to grab the ground with her hands to keep her feet. The sand swirled up and hit her face, leaving tiny invisible cuts on her skin. By the time she reached the top, the clouds had thickened, and it became dark. It was scary to stay in the open field, and Oshu ordered the people to go as far into the jungle as possible, where the thick tree trunks would protect them and keep the wind from knocking the poor folk down.

Ir followed the others, overwhelmed with emotions, breathing loudly through her mouth, inhaling and exhaling with her whole chest. She had never seen such a storm before. Nature was furious as if showing humans who was really in charge of the universe. The rain pounded on her shoulders in large drops, and goosebumps raced down her body, raising every fine hair on her skin. Ir smelled a funny scent, unusual for the wet weather, a whiff of spice and chemicals similar to those used in cleaning on Grad. Looking up, she saw that the sky was riddled with small dark meshes, from which slight steam was coming down.

People were running into the thicket of the forest, scrambling through dense underbrush and jumping over branches. One more gust made her soul clench into a small lump. She heard a horrible crunch somewhere nearby sounding like several lightning bolts striking at once. Then, with incredible force, the leaves rustled, and the rumble of something massive falling spread through the woods, vibrating on the ground.

Ir heard the shrieks, and when she turned around, she saw that a tree had fallen a few makzhyuns away from her, and it had covered the others. Indiscriminately, she rushed to the aid of the victims. Underneath the top of the tree lay Oshu. He was unconscious, and blood was oozing from his head. With all her might, she lifted the trunk that was pressing down on the man, and one of the Neoarese came up, dragging him out by the legs. Ir leaned over the farmer. There’s a pulse, she said to herself, checking the artery in his neck. Moving mechanically and unaware of what was happening, she ripped the sleeve from her clothing and applied a bandage to the cut. Oshu faintly moved his head. She saw his body shudder several times before he vomited. We have to hold his head, so the puke doesn’t get into his airway, she thought. The man yelled out in pain, and the gagging continued.

“Get the doctor now!” said Ir. “Or else we might not make it in time!”

Oshu’s face swelled and turned pale. His pulse quickened, but the man seemed to be returning to his senses. He mumbled incomprehensible words under his breath. Ir looked up and saw men in brightly colored clothes far in the forest’s green, rushing to help. She leaned low to the farmer and, giving her voice a reassuring tone, said, “Oshu! All is well! The doctor is here! Now you’re going to get help!”

Ir moved aside, giving way to Sani, who arrived with his brigade. They carefully loaded Oshu onto the stretcher and slowly lifted him, trying to keep him as level as possible. She glanced up at the fallen tree; immobilized body parts were sticking out from under the branches, and a lot of blood everywhere. Several men, using levers, moved the trunk. Ir turned away, frightened.

Almost at the very bottom lay the figure of a woman in yellow clothing, the entire surface of which was drenched in scarlet red. It was Gapi. Such a cheerful, kind, always joyful person, who had given the world her smile, now lay with a shattered skull, bleeding to the last drop. One look, even a fleeting one, was enough to make the scene a haunting, lifelong memory for Ir. The young body was placed on a stretcher, covered on top with a dark canvas. The man holding the front of the canvas couldn’t hold back tears and kept running his hand over his eyes.

The wind died down, and the sound of the leaves rustling no longer conjured up images of a high waterfall, with torrents of water rushing down every second. Ir and the others went to the palace. The fabrics of her formerly white clothes caught on the sprawling branches through which she had to wade into the light, and those, as if on purpose, left dirty and wet marks on them, like scars as a keepsake. There was no rest in the palace. Even the perpetually arrogant N’Itu was in the common hall at this moment, wandering among the servants.

Ir caught a glimpse of Sani and, squeezing through the crowd, hurried after him toward the hospital. The small two-story building was packed with casualties. They sat in the corridors, blocked each other’s way, and waited in an endless line for the doctor’s appointment.

“I just need to ask!” She saw the faces of disgruntled patients, as she jumped through the ajar door, where Sani’s shadow slipped.

Leaning against the partition in the medical office, Ir looked at her compatriot with eyes full of hope and desire to help. The doctor needed no extra words. He immediately understood what she was doing there.

“Where did you learn to apply bandages so well?” He took a box of tourniquets and tissues out of the cabinet.

“I learned a thing or two on Jantz,” she said.

“You were on Jantz? You can tell me later. Follow me.”

Sani walked to the back of the room, which was oddly L-shaped. There were so many lights there that Ir reflexively squeezed her eyes shut. She even checked to see if she had her goggles on, so painful and uncomfortable it was.

“You’ll get used to it soon,” said Sani when he saw Ir covering her face. “You put a good bandage on Oshu, so I’ll refer everyone with wounds to you. There’s everything here for disinfection. Do you know any of these medicines?”

One by one, Ir examined the vials from the box on the long table. They were vessels of various shapes and sizes with colorful translucent liquids of all kinds of density and fluidity. She lifted them into the air, shook them, rocked them slowly from side to side, and tested for scent. Finally, she set aside a couple of vials that looked familiar.

“I’ve seen these,” she said.

“All standard antiseptics, easy to use.” Sani went through the picked containers. “I wish we had Rhean techs and drugs. They make the healing process go much faster. Get to work now.”

Ir went outside to check the number of casualties and see who needed help first. Her attention was caught by a man standing far in the shadows, with his back against a tree. If it weren’t for her Grad eyesight, which allowed her to see well in the dark, she wouldn’t have even noticed him.

He was holding his chest and coughing, yet it was obvious he was trying his best to hold back. The man was dressed in a guard’s uniform. His clothes were all wet, and in some places, there were black stains of blood. There’s something wrong with him, Ir thought. She caught his gaze and nodded toward the hospital.

“Let those with the open wounds go first. I’ll wait. I’m having a little trouble breathing, that’s all. It’ll pass,” the man said from afar, and he had another fit of coughing.

“You first!” Ir said sternly and was surprised at her commanding tone.

The guard slowly wandered in her direction, casting apologetic glances at those around him and leaving wet footprints behind. Ir, making sure he followed her, walked into the office as she suddenly heard a loud, thudding bang and shouting. She turned around.

The man was lying on the floor, gasping for air, trembling his whole body. Ir ran her hand over his forehead, checking his temperature, then she pulled him into the office by his armpits.

“Sani!” she shouted. “Sani! Get over here right now!”

There were clanging, clattering, and stomping sounds. Sani rushed out of the office to aid her.

“He can’t breathe! He’s hot!” Ir touched the artery in his neck. “No pulse!”

The doctor glanced at the injured man.

“Probably dry drowning,” he said, summing up the symptoms. “Throw his head back.”

He started pushing on the patient’s chest and performed artificial respiration. Ir sat on her knees and watched the doctor’s every move. After a few sessions, the guard took a breath and coughed weakly.

“Well done!” Sani patted Ir on the shoulder. “If it were not for you, we wouldn’t have saved his life!”

The surrounding people applauded, and she felt awkward. When the man was taken to his room, she once again walked through the patients to identify the next one. She didn’t have to go far, because she bumped into a heavily pregnant young woman at the door.

“Follow me,” Ir said.

The patient didn’t mind and went into the office. Ir examined her and found no injuries, then checked the baby’s heartbeat.

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” the patient said shyly. “I was just worried I might give birth because of all the stress.”

“You were right to come!” Ir said, cheering her up. “You and the baby are fine. Promise me you will always be as attentive to yourself as you are now. Also, that you will take care of the baby despite your weird traditions.”

The expecting mother put her palms to her cheekbones, and then she laughed, realizing that Ir didn’t understand the meaning of the gesture.

“There is an amusing custom among children on our planet, similar to a vow. For example, when you tell a friend a big secret, you can make him promise never to give it away, and, as a sign of the vow, they have to put their palms to their cheeks. So yes, I promise you!”

When the woman left the office, Ir took a few minutes alone to come to her senses, for the patient had planted a strange thought in her. She realized that she herself had a long delay in her period. I can’t be pregnant, Ir thought. It must be a hormonal glitch from the stress I’ve been through… It’s time to get back to work!

It seemed to Ir that more than a hundred patients had passed through her hands before she bandaged the last in line. It was total darkness outside the window. Some of the nocturnal animals were awake and languidly walked around, making barely distinguishable growls and whistles, while others, on the contrary, loudly chirped, drawing unnecessary attention to themselves. Resting her head against her hand, Ir drifted into a deep sleep in which she saw pleasant moments from her childhood.

In her dreams, she was playing oj with the neighborhood kids on Grad, a simple game where children in three teams tossed a ball up high and hit it as hard as they could, aiming at each other and at a target in the middle of the playing field to knock out their opponents and earn as many points as possible for their team. It was her favorite childhood pastime, which left her palms terribly sore and red stains on her legs and arms from the opponents’ incoming balls. A surprisingly uncomfortable pose, but such a soulful play of the imagination helped her brain rest and mobilize in a short time.

Her head slowly began to roll off her palm. The impact of her forehead against the table made Ir awake. She blinked and rubbed the sore spot. It’s going to bruise, she thought. A faint light burned in the next room, and the sky outside the window began to pour bright yellow-orange colors.

Dawn was the most mysterious time of the day, the air brimming with moisture as if you could gather it in a cloth, wring it, and get a bucketful of water. The earth, rested overnight from hot Noom, exuded coolness, and a light breeze from the sea echoed it in unison. Nocturnal animals crawled back into their burrows to wait out the impending heat, while the daytime species just woke up with the first juicy rays. The moment the bright disk appeared from behind the horizon was a sacrament that few people got to enjoy, so the whole experience always seemed mystical.

“Did you manage to sleep?” Sani distracted Ir from her careless thoughts and returned her fluttering soul back to her tired body.

“Yes, and you?”

“I slept a little too… Thank you for your help, Ir!”

“You know, it’s so weird, but I’m so grateful right now that I can’t find the right words. This sunrise… It’s in honor of you today, Sani.” She hesitated for a moment. “You saved so many people tonight. Thank you for letting me be here.”

“Ever considered becoming a doctor?” He gave her a friendly hug.

“Not until yesterday.”

“You are good at it! It’s as if you subconsciously know what you have to do. It must be furthered! I will talk to Samaa A’Obal and ask him to let me train you.”

“Would you really do that?” Ir looked at him with wide eyes.

“I will. Today. We’re practically family, after all.” He smiled.

“You’ve become a real brother to me! Tell me, do you miss home? Grad?”

“Sometimes I think I miss it too much. More than it deserves.”

“Glory to the Emperor! Glory to the great warriors of Grad!” said Ir jokingly.

“Almost.” Sani nodded. “I think you and I have a similar feeling about our homeland. We love it as it is.”

“And we hate it for what it is.”

“Exactly! You get this strange feeling that makes you feel good and sad at the same time… Like you’re flying in a spaceship, all charged up, but you don’t know whether you’re moving up or down, whether in a moment you’re going to crash or whether you’re going to walk out into outer space. And who will tell you how you should love your homeland?”

“At home, they’ll tell you, show you, and then chase you down and instruct you that you’re not doing it right,” she said, remembering the last few months on her planet.

“It’s true… They know exactly how to love your homeland. But we are here now, and that love, here, is different. I adore my home, but I can’t stand the Emperor. He is not a real ruler, for he never shows himself in public because he has no respect for them. He’s like an image and pretends to be a god like Perfes: invisible, distant and unattainable.”

“Yes, the homeland is not the Emperor. It’s the sky you can spend days admiring. It’s the people who make you happy. It’s the language you speak because you only feel your native language with your whole body, and every sound carries a certain meaning…”

“Yes,” Sani said languidly. “The homeland is zyfra.”

“It is definitely zyfra!” Ir laughed, recalling in her mouth and lips the salty fried fruit flavor, leaving a bitter aftertaste. So pleasant and disgusting at the same time. “I also noticed one other difference. On Grad, people adore glitter and glow, probably because they are deprived of light, but here—everyone enjoys monotony. Their eyes get so tired of colors that they want smooth, monochrome tranquility.”

“I never thought about it… You know, it looks like you and I are very sick.” Sani shook his head.

“What do you mean?”

“What you and I just did has a complicated medical name, TOSKA-8, which is commonly known as homesickness. And, by the way, there are scientists on Rhea who are studying this disease and trying to find a cure for it.”

“Are you serious? I’d love to be a part of the research!”

“Doctor Rovip is in charge of it. He’s an amazing educator, person, and physician. I think he can certainly find a cure. And so can you!”

“All that’s left is to get out of Neoar,” said Ir sadly.

“You never told me why you left Grad, by the way. What were you persecuted for?”

“It’s a long story, but if I tried to tell it in a few sentences, I could put it this way—a boyfriend who didn’t care about my feelings raped me. I shared that story with a friend who was a law enforcement officer. She tried to help me. But this all took place on Grad, on a planet where a man, namely a warrior, cannot be blamed, so I was suspected of slander, after which the choice was obvious: either death or escape. I chose the latter.”

“I’m sorry I reminded you of that.” Sani turned his gaze away so as not to accidentally make eye contact with her. “I guess if you had kept your mouth shut, you would’ve been safe at home now.”

“No.” Ir cut him off. “It doesn’t work like that! If I didn’t say anything, I would be committing self-abuse. It would mean that I would let others put them above me, and I would consider myself a nobody who could be mocked and humiliated. I am stronger now, and I am very proud of myself! For a long time, I wanted to leave Grad. I love it very much, but I can’t live there as long as things are the way they are.”

“I see your point.”

“What about you? You’ve been to Rhea. It’s your dream planet. How did you decide to emigrate from there? And why here?”

“I listened to my heart. Rhea truly is one of the best places I’ve ever been. A planet of prosperity, tranquility, health. Everything is in such balance that there is nowhere for a Grad soul to go big time! I wanted to practice medicine, but to be another doctor on a planet of doctors is sheer folly. I wanted to save people, not to live my life pleasantly, accumulating money and valuables. Maybe for some people, wealth is the meaning of life, but not for me. I don’t want to go down in history, I want to treat ordinary poor people. Those who weren’t lucky enough to be born on Rhea or Sev, those who don’t have access to the best medication in the universe. Happiness is living a life you won’t be ashamed of, eating good food, seeing the surrounding beauty, and helping people.”
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Through the maze-like corridors, Ir walked to the right end of the palace, passing the rooms of concubines, servants, and the Alyipi’s guards. The doors opened before her, and Ir found herself in a round hall with high ceilings and wide windows. The best craftsmen had hand-painted the walls with flowers and marvelous birds. The color palette, perspective, and accurate rendering of textures gave the impression that the room was in the middle of a real jungle.

A fountain ran in the center of the room, lit from below by brightly colored spotlights. The drops of water gleamed and shimmered with every note of the rainbow spectrum as if a divine artist had created this natural wonder for himself as a palette to bring to life his intended masterpiece of a blissful garden.

Beside the water, colorful sofas stood in a circle, upholstered with fine tufted yelus with thick padding, one of the most expensive natural fabrics in the Noom system. It was only produced on Beder-Bardar, because it was the only planet inhabited by peshi insects. Their saliva was used to make the thread. Pieces of the wool of common pet oun sprinkled with sweetish gases were placed in a small tank, and the little peshi were planted to them. Stupefied by the smell and taste, they coated them with their secretions. The chemical reactions produced a material for the finest threads. They were used to weave the softest yelus, sewing a base of sturdy fabric underneath to increase the product’s lifespan.

This was the common space in which the concubines of Samaa A’Obal spent their free time. When they saw Ir, they rejoiced greatly, started questioning her about her night in the hospital, and expressed gratitude for her care of the Neoarese. Like all other inhabitants of the planet, concubines were required to work for the good of society and were not exempt from daily chores. A sudden silence in the room sent shivers down Ir’s shoulders. Only the fountain continued to murmur serenely and tinkle a little as it hit the protruding pebbles of the pond. There was only one person on the island to create such a setting.

“How dare you?” Ir heard the harsh voice behind her, but she didn’t move. “I’m talking to you, Grad girl! How dare you come to the hospital yesterday! It’s not your job!” N’Itu came close to Ir, and sharply turned her toward herself.

“I knew I could help, and I didn’t want to stay away.”

“You belong in the fields! You’re a worthless farmer! You have no right to touch people!”

“The doctor doesn’t think so. He’s as grateful for my help as the rest of Neoar.”

“Who do you think you are? Look at you! Your translucent skin! Your ugly, thin hair! At least the goggles cover your little eyes, and the tight fabric protects others from your ugly body! All that hanging fat! You make me sick to my stomach!”

N’Itu stepped forward, uttering every word with distaste and disgust, and spit in Ir’s face. The ruler threw another look of revulsion and antipathy and took a swing at her with all her might. Some watchers yelped in fright. Ir thrust her arm forward and intercepted the blow. Clutching N’Itu’s wrist tightly and responding in a haughty voice, she glanced at her face, letting her rival know she wasn’t afraid.

“By your stupid laws, my body belongs only to Samaa A’Obal, and no one but the Alyipi can touch it!” She slowly unclenched her hand to reveal the dark bruises on N’Itu’s red skin.

The sovereign rubbed the sore spot and headed for the door. Stopping just before the doorway, she turned sharply to Ir. “No alien dare talk to me like that! I’ll make it hot for you! You will never be with my son! Never! And I’ll make sure you keep getting birth control pills! You won’t give him an heir!”

N’Itu ran out. I have to be more careful now when I toss the pills, Ir said to herself. She lifted her head up and rolled her eyes, slowly exhaling air from the very depths of her soul. Knowing her young self, Ir couldn’t believe that one day she could stand up for herself; it used to take a long time for her to stress over the insults or laughs she heard. But numerous hardships had tempered her. She accepted and finally loved herself for who she was. How dare anyone convince her she was a freak just because her skin was a different color and her body didn’t fit the ideal standard?

“Ir, you are so brave!” One of the concubines patted her on the shoulder. “I couldn’t have done that—especially when she went on about looks.”

“I had a boyfriend on Grad…” said Ir. “His name’s Stan. He often told me I was beautiful, but I didn’t believe him. Now, when N’Itu opened her filthy mouth, I suddenly remembered his words that I was the sweetest and most attractive. And what makes me so are my thinnest hair and skin, my tiny eyes, and the bottomless pits on my thighs. And now I truly believe him, the man I love. Because thanks to him, I’ve learned to love myself. And no crazy old woman can tell me I’m disgusting, because she’s not the one to judge me.”

One by one, the cohabitants came up to Ir and hugged her, forming a big circle of warmth, affection, and love. It was as if she were charging them with humanity from within, awakening their strength, helping them to believe in themselves. This amazing foreigner, whom fate had brought to Neoar, left her mark and reached into people’s souls, turning their worldviews upside down and multiplying their value. Not one of them did she refuse to help, not one of them did she cross. Back home, she had heard so many times that Grads were disliked in the Noom system and seen as cold, bloodthirsty, and arrogant. Back on Jantz, Ir had realized Grads overestimated themselves, being taught from childhood that all the world outside their home planet hated them. What surprised her after conversing with the other people was that it wasn’t the case.

In the end, she concluded that no one needed to be persuaded, and no one needed to spend any effort to whitewash the honor of her compatriots, because ordinary people didn’t care. There was another simple rule that worked in practice—‘a person sees a person,’ because neither their place of origin nor their place of residence affected whether they would be decent. Sensitivity and empathy were what the world was all about.

It wasn’t long before Samaa A’Obal summoned Ir. Anticipating another tough conversation and setting herself up for the worst, she put on a calm face and entered his chambers. This time the Alyipi met her in the reception area at the massive round conference table, where a small armchair had been prepared for her.

“Shall you begin?” he said quietly, not taking his eyes off his work.

“I don’t consider myself wrong,” Ir said. “I have helped people! Ask Doctor Sani!”

“He’s already talked to me. So has my mother…” Samaa A’Obal pursed his lips.

“Do what you want with me!” Ir said defiantly and leaned back in her chair.

“Why do I put up with you?” The Alyipi raised his hands to the sky. “I wish the gods would stop torturing me! Or else I shall go mad! Tell me, what should I do? You, mother, the doctor… What am I supposed to do with all of you?”

Ir smiled at his simple, honest words. It seemed that such a courageous and strong man like him never posed ridiculous questions and doubted his choices. The Alyipi surprised her again, and his confused look caused her to gasp. She suddenly realized that Samaa A’Obal was in her power, awaiting her first step.

This feeling made her anxious and uneasy. Everything about the Alyipi was splendid: his perfect facial features, his lively and passionate gaze, his powerful character, his attitude toward her. It seemed impossible for a young woman to dream of more than that. Ir could easily imagine that she might take full possession of his mind with enough pressure and with some feminine charms. It would help her get her life together and avenge N’Itu’s insults, but at the same time, it could have global consequences—she would have to call Neoar her new home, accept their way of life and come to terms with it. No, not for all the world will I stay here, she thought. But he’s not ready to let me go yet.

“Fine.” The Alyipi rose from his throne and clapped his hands loudly, so the sound echoed throughout the room. Ir flinched a little from the surprise and the force of the clap. “Come with me. I want to show you something,” he said.

Samaa A’Obal took Ir with him, and she followed with her head held high. A vehicle was waiting for them outside the palace. It was very similar to the military truck that had transported her on her arrival on Neoar. The same open body type, two rows of seats, but different in the materials used in its assembly. By the mere sight and the light touch, one could sense that only a person accustomed to luxury and belonging to the world’s elite could ride in such a vehicle. The truck rolled along smoothly as if it were hovering rather than bouncing on a broken road.

They stopped in a deep forest. Ir thought the Alyipi was playing a joke on her since there were no nearby buildings. The driver of the car pressed a few buttons, which made the headlights flicker in different colors. Samaa A’Obal pointed downward with his hand, drawing Ir’s attention. A rectangular piece on the ground seemed to move and blink as projections did, then took on a tight outline and appeared to be a door. The driver entered a code on a small panel, and then the flaps opened, revealing a passage leading down a long corridor.

“Do you like the camouflage? This is our research base,” said Samaa A’Obal.

Ir chuckled in her head. It’s funny how I, a common miner with no education, have already been to several research centers. Maybe that’s a sign.

“I assume Sani told stories about our miraculous protective field and energy. Today, I want to show you exactly what we collect it for.”

The man walked ahead, pointing to the laboratories they passed with great attention and engagement, talking about the scientists doing the research until they reached a circular, low-ceilinged, windowless room. Around the perimeter of the walls were various bright holograms of different heights and colors.

“This is the hub where all the data flows in, and you are now seeing things that ordinary Neoarese don’t know and shouldn’t know. The energy we collect through the transmitters goes to processing, where it gets sorted after a series of filters.”

“What do you mean, energy is sorted?” Ir stiffened.

“It is straightforward! A person during the day does different things and experiences all kinds of emotions. And the computing machines sort the emotions into these very areas, depending on what exactly caused the subject to feel a surge of energy. So, here we have all the reservoirs highlighted, and their fill levels marked. It’s really fascinating that, for the most part, all the containers are getting evenly filled. But, after yesterday’s disaster, there was an imbalance, and now the system will have to recover for a long time. If the balance is not corrected, our protective fields will stop working. But that’s not all! See that bar in the middle there? It’s the most important thing for me, and today it’s filled to the top, which means I get to talk to the gods.”

“How can you talk to the gods?” Ir shook her head.

“Come on, I’ll show you.”

Once the two reached the transportation barn, she got quite surprised. The entire space was packed with unusually shaped flying machines. They were flat on the bottom and had an elongated oval circle on the top. Squeezing between them, Ir noticed they were all marked with the image of an apel tree, the symbol of Rhea.

“Those are drones,” said Samaa A’Obal. “But you and I are going to the one by the wall. There are two passenger seats there.”

The very presence of Rhean ships on Neoar was highly suspicious, and the fact that the Alyipi did not explain it in any way emphasized its mysteriousness. Of course, all the planets cooperated, but this did not involve the military industry. This sort of thing everyone tried to conceal and not spread accurate information about their own forces. And the ships that were in the barn clearly had a military nature.

So strange, Ir thought. How can these two planets be connected? What do they have in common, and on what does their alliance rest?

But hesitant to ask, she kept the uncomfortable questions at bay and continued to eye Samaa A’Obal.

Touching a picture of the tree, the man activated the apparatus. Its base lit up with a thin white beam, and the machine lifted and lowered the dome, opening like a bud. The Alyipi helped Ir inside, pressed a few buttons on the glowing display, and then took one of the seats, strapping her into the other. After receiving the command, the ship rushed forward through a hidden tunnel, the endpoint of which was the temple.

Upon arrival, Ir followed her guide at his heels for fear of getting lost in the island’s secret catacombs. Mystical animal sculptures greeted the guests with leaps and joyous lunges as if they sensed the presence of the kasanduan master. Samaa A’Obal performed the ritual—he walked around each figure, pronounced unknown incantations in their ears, bowed, and waited for a curtsy in return.

Finally, he took the throne and beckoned Ir to sit on the floor before him. From the armrests of the mysterious seat, he took out tubes with needles and suction cups one by one and connected them to himself, looking like a test subject in a mad scientist’s laboratory. Once all the probes were plugged in, the dark chair blinked and lit up, liquids of different colors pouring through the tubes.

Ir became agitated—from the looks of it, it was an excruciating procedure. As soon as the bright glow reached the Alyipi’s body, he shuddered in convulsions and his face distorted with pain, but when the liquid of the last tube entered the patient’s nervous system, he shone with happiness, a blissful smile illuminated his handsome features, the man shrieked and passed out. The lights went out, and the animals, frozen in a pose of bowing, revived again and started moving.

Ir didn’t know what to do. She jumped to her feet and twitched from side to side. Why didn’t he warn me? What am I supposed to do? What if he dies? As she came closer, she noticed Samaa A’Obal was breathing slowly, then he opened his eyes. With a weak hand, he called Ir to him and whispered, “The future of my kind depends upon you. You will save my kasanduan… my tribe from extinction.”

The man shook his head, opened his eyes wide, and smiled, finally regaining consciousness.

“Go work for the doctor,” he said. “I’ll think of something! After all, my mother must calm down. Run along before I change my mind.”

“Thank you very much, Samaa A’Obal!” She bowed and left.

Ir’s hands shook slightly, and she nervously bit her lower lip. She could not believe that she had witnessed the sacrament, that the Alyipi had confided in her and told her the secrets of his planet. Just don’t fall in love! It won’t end well! she kept telling herself.

Sani met her with a joyful smile on his face.

“I knew Samaa A’Obal would agree! You should have seen his eyes when I told him how you helped me save people yesterday, how you brought Oshu and that guard back from the dead! He seemed to be truly proud! And the fact that he made you my assistant says it all!”

“What do you mean?”

“Women have a limited range of options on Neoar.”

“But they work equally with men in the fields, go to the sea, and so on.”

“Yes. These are all simple jobs. But the ones that require specialized education are forbidden for women. And a physician is one of them.”

“Now I understand why N’Itu was so angry when she found out I helped you with the sick.”

“I can’t imagine!”

“She was so jealous she kept babbling on about the heir.”

“She had the right! According to our laws, once Samaa A’Obal has chosen an heir, N’Itu will lose her power.”

“What do you mean, choose an heir? Doesn’t he have to choose a wife first?”

“No. That’s not how it works here. An alyipi never marries. He owns several concubines at the same time, whose primary task is to give birth to as many children as possible. When the lord is ready to leave his throne and retire, he will hand over the reins to one of his many sons, of whom he will have more than enough by his old age. And the mother of the new alyipi, once her son is installed as ruler, will be perceived by society as the queen, and she will have to be treated accordingly. This is the only chance here for a woman to become successful and significant, to be educated. Now you see why she dislikes you a lot? You stand out too much from the other concubines, and I don’t mean your looks at all, but your strength, that you know a lot, that you know your worth, that you have a keen sense for people. She is afraid that you will take her place.”

“But I don’t want that!” Ir threw her arms out to her sides in frustration.

“Yes, but you could easily do it! You know, it’s often said that men hurt women all the time, but if you face the truth, it turns out…”

“That women hurt each other just as much.” She finished the sentence for him. “It’s as if a woman who has achieved success starts demanding more from others, trying to harden their character and make them more durable than herself. A vicious circle in which women become abusive instead of helping each other. The more I get to know this planet, the sooner I want to flee…”




It was the sixth neoaromonth on a warm planet with soft sands and sweet fruits. Ir was mastering the basics of medical science, learning from one of Rhea’s best physicians. N’Itu no longer pestered Ir with her resentment, and the health care aide enjoyed spending all her free time in the hospital.

One day she was taking on another patient—pulling long, sharp yapyn thorns out of the leg of a careless farmer. It was one of the most naughty plants Ir had ever encountered on Neoar. Very strict guidelines had to be followed when harvesting, for the yapyn was always trying to stab the fruit hunter with poisonous needles unless they were gassed or trimmed by the stalk beforehand.

She heard loud noises and speech from behind the wall. A raised tone tensed her at once. Samaa A’Obal himself burst into the ward and pushed the untreated, limping patient out the door.

“It’s an emergency!” he said anxiously when he saw Ir’s puzzled expression. “You used to work in a mine on Grad, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did. What’s the matter?”

The Alyipi paced from side to side, flitting about like a bright alithapt in a jar, caught under cover of night and set in a malyet container to serve as a natural jungle lantern. Finally, he approached Ir, took her by the arms, and said, “The day you came to Neoar, you were on the ship with the gradian that was meant for Sev. They rejected it. And to save the supplies, we kept it for ourselves. We immediately noticed the difference in quality. It was several times greater than the one we used before. After much discussion with the other alyipis of Neoar, we decided to express our displeasure to Grad. After all, the price for a volsh of gradian is the same for everyone, so why do some get a prime product while we get garbage? We, Neoar, are one of your friendliest planets, so we demand respect and deserve the best product. The Emperor personally promised to look into the matter and said he would not allow bad ore to get to us. The ship has just arrived at the spaceport with a new shipment. And I want to know, is there any way to test the properties of the gradian before we accept it and pay for it?”

Ir saw how tense Samaa A’Obal was, and realized that for him, this affair was a matter of honor and reputation. At that moment, he was not just the Alyipi of his islands, but the ruler of the planet whose dignity was questioned by the Emperor of Grad.

Fantasy drew Ir into a dialogue with her second self, attempting to answer the question of whether it was acceptable to reveal the secret of gradian to an outsider. Was it not treason to the homeland? No! she told herself firmly. Samaa A’Obal revealed the secret of Neoar to me without betraying his own. Then neither am I betraying my planet! Gradian is a wealth that any inhabitant has the right to control, not just a clique led by the Emperor. And if I can help a good man by ridding him of the attacks of a bad man, then I must do it by all means. She hugged the Alyipi tightly, and, pulling up on her tiptoes to reach his ear, she whispered, “There is!”

Ir knew her kin and felt that the Emperor wanted to raise his status on the world stage by playing with Neoarese. That was why she had no doubt there would be substandard gradian in the delivery. A man who recognized only force would never make concessions and will surely lie. And that’s only because he knew Neoar did not have an army and weapons like Grad. Therefore he could behave with them as he pleased, and endlessly put them in an embarrassing position.

“How many crates are there?” Ir asked.

“Sixty-five,” said Samaa A’Obal.

“We must look at all of them”—she hesitated for a moment—“to be absolutely certain. Send men to prepare sixty-five pails, and paint to make marks on the crates.”

The Alyipi gave the order and took Ir with him. They arrived at the spot where the runaway girl had landed a few neoaromonths before. Samaa A’Obal’s guards lined the two sides of the dock, and several Grads stood to the right of an unlocked hatch. Ir led a column of Neoarese to open all the crates and retrieve the samples. While the workers were carrying out their errands, she got the attention of one of her compatriots, whom she addressed in Gradish.

“Is Le with you?”

“He is no longer with us,” the man said angrily. “Upon returning from here, he was immediately shot for disobeying orders.”

“What did he do?” Ir shuddered—the news stunned her.

“Didn’t take the gradian to Sev.”

“But the skies were closed, and Sev refused to give permission to land.”

“Yes. But they had to accuse someone and throw him to people, so they chose the bottom of the chain, old Le, who was unlucky to be piloting the ship.”

Ir thought, How can the people of Grad believe so blindly everything they are told? Don’t they have even the slightest doubt that they might be deceived? After all, ordinary folk are the ones who are being dealt with, so none of them have any guarantee that tomorrow it won’t affect themselves.

“We gathered the materials, Ir,” someone said in Neoarese, coming from behind her.

Ir signaled with her hand to the locals, asking them to wait for a while, and turned to the Grad pilot.

“I would ask you to pass on my condolences to his family, but I’m afraid it might cause you trouble as well. I hope that the cargo you brought is good and that nothing will happen to you on your return,” she said.

He nodded back at her and made several upward motions with his outstretched right hand, as an address to Perfes.

“Glory to the Emperor!”

“Glory to the great warriors of Grad!” said Ir, heading toward the shore, and commanded the Neoarese, “Go ahead!”

Samaa A’Obal and a laborer with the box full of gradian moved out at her beat unhesitatingly.

“Where shall we do the experiment? In the hospital?” asked the Alyipi.

“No, I know a better location. We must go to the palace.” She smiled broadly.

It took some time for Ir to get her bearings and find a hallway to the right section of the building. Steps up, steps down, endless turns, and finally, they found themselves in front of the coveted door. Ir nodded her head, and the security chief entered the lock code. A few tones triggered the second wave of emotion and reawakened flashes of memories of her first day on Neoar. It was the cell in which she had found herself immediately upon her arrival on the foreign planet, in which she had swung from one extreme to another, from saying farewell to life to trying to think of a plan for her escape.

“It’s so dark in here,” Samaa A’Obal whispered. “I didn’t know the palace had such a gloomy place!”

“I’ll ask everyone but the Alyipi to leave.” Ir ignored his remarks.

Once the door slammed shut, she switched on her flashlight and took off her goggles. The blissful pleasure she felt from the darkness was incomparable to anything (except the long-awaited reunion with Stan that day, after her return from Jantz).

“Watch closely, Samaa A’Obal. Grad magic is about to happen before your eyes!”

“I can already see what I have long dreamed of.” He stared at Ir with a loving gaze. “You are truly beautiful!”

She looked down in embarrassment. The Alyipi’s words sounded so sincere that she felt so awkward as if she were hearing a declaration of feelings for the first time in her life. Leaning into the box, Ir pulled out the first container, signed with the number one in Neoarese. Carefully placing a pinch of the product on her palm, just as Kenir had taught her, she slowly rubbed it into her skin. Directing the beam toward her hand, she saw an intense sheen.

“This is very good stuff,” said Ir.

But after doing the same with the precious sand from the second crate, a dark, black stain appeared on her hand. Her fears were confirmed. The Emperor, who never recognized the rules, remained a dishonorable man, despite the promise he had made to the Neoarese.

“And this one is substandard,” she said.

“I do not understand. Tell me the difference!” The Alyipi got irritated.

“Look, you can see the difference in the light.” Ir held her hand up to his eye level.

“The shine is good, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“May I try it on mine?” Rubbing grains of gradian into his palm and trying in vain to see anything under the weak beam of light, Samaa A’Obal got quite upset that his skin did not react with the alien sand.

After checking all sixty-five samples, Ir found that only eighteen crates were filled with high-quality material. Annoyed yet excited by the successful experiment, the Alyipi escorted Ir to the hospital and decreed to send back forty-seven containers of subpar gradian, refusing to pay for the defective product.

Everything was turning over in Ir’s mind at the thought of the consequences for the Grad pilots on Neoar. After all, the Emperor was a ruthless man and could hardly take such defiance from the fertile planet lightly. She wished the alyipi council had an ace up its sleeve to confront the insane autocrat.




For several days, all was quiet, with no tragic news or declarations of war. Such silence was frustrating and made the imagination conjure up grim scenes. The door of the study opened quietly, and N’Itu entered the office. She glanced shyly at Ir, and then turned her gaze to her arm, which was oozing a thin trickle of blood.

“What happened?” Ir showed N’Itu to the examination couch.

“I accidentally cut myself in the garden,” she said nervously and raised her palm that covered the cut. Ir took a closer look at the wound. The thought immediately raced through Ir’s mind. She’s lying. The depth and the direction of the abrasion indicated that N’Itu had self-inflicted the injury. Ir glanced at her again, searching for a facial expression that would give her some idea of why she was beating herself up. Only two reasons occurred to her, but both seemed utterly unrealistic—N’Itu might have been psychologically distressed and traumatized, or she might have self-injured to find an excuse to talk to Ir.

“Are you alright? How are you feeling?” asked Ir cautiously.

“It doesn’t hurt at all. I’m fine.” N’Itu turned away as if she were going over phrases in her head and picking words to start the conversation. “I want to thank you, Ir.”

Ir dropped the bandage in surprise as she went to the medicine cabinet.

“What for?”

“For what you did for Neoar the other day. Samaa A’Obal told me you taught him how to distinguish the good gradian from the bad. I never thought you would go against your own.”

“What do you mean, against my own?”

“In choosing between Neoar and Grad, you decided to help a bunch of people who weren’t like you. Thank you.”

“I did not betray my homeland!” Ir tried to defend herself. “Samaa A’Obal told me that the Emperor of Grad had systematically deceived him. For some reason, it is assumed that the Emperor is the face of the nation. And I don’t want my nation to have a face that lies, frames and neglects good people. The face of the nation is ordinary citizens. So my act is a personal protest against the regime, an opportunity to show that we, Grads, value friendships and respect people. That’s what a show of strength is to me—learning to distinguish the good from the bad, not blind patriotism. And I hope that the pilots who had brought the cargo here caught my faith that everything depends on ordinary people. The future lies in their hands, and only they can make a difference.”

“I don’t know what your orders are on the planet, but I respect you for being a decent person. I think you deserve a reward,” N’Itu said. “Say what you want, and I will speak to my son to make your wish come true.”

“Me? I can ask anything?”

“Anything at all.”

“Then”—Ir replied after a moment’s thought, holding the treated and bandaged hand—“let me leave Neoar. You have a lovely planet, but it’s no good for me. It will never be my home.”

N’Itu smiled, nodded silently, and walked toward the exit.

“I’ll speak to him now. Come with me,” she said softly, in a voice not her own.

Without delay, they went to the chambers of Samaa A’Obal. Ir shuffled from foot to foot, waiting for the small kasanduan elite to finish discussing the matter. At last, N’Itu appeared in the doorway. Her face shone with bliss and triumph. Without a word, she took Ir by the shoulders and pulled her to her side, embracing her and kissing her on the cheek. Ir stood stock still, stunned by the display of such tenderness.

“You are amazing, Ir,” said Samaa A’Obal as she entered his quarters. “If you could change my mother’s mind, the person who hated you and regarded you as the greatest enemy in the universe, I’m afraid of what else you are capable of.”

“Is that a compliment?” Ir got confused.

“Consider it a compliment!” The Alyipi smiled. “Do you really want to leave Neoar? Perhaps you could change your mind?”

“If you let me choose, I would prefer to go. I’m sorry.”

“I understand… I understand everything. But how will I be without you? Who will help me check gradian for quality?”

“Any Grad! You know how to do it now.”

“Any… But frankly, I can’t say no to you. The gods told me to do what you want. Where do you want to go? To Sev?”

“Am I allowed to make a pick?”

“Of course you are! We’re not going to throw you into outer space! Tell me where and we’ll leave today. I’ll go with you to make sure you get there safely.”

Ir was silent. Samaa A’Obal’s generosity exceeded all her expectations.

“I would like to go to Rhea.”

“Is it the doctor who’s made you interested in it? If you say so. Hold on.” The Alyipi contacted someone about the next available flight. “We can leave in four hours today, and the next flight will be in three days. Which one do you prefer?” he asked Ir, putting the call on hold.

“Today.”

“Today then! Go get ready! You have forty minutes before we leave. The ship departs from Yfrun, which is our main kasanduan on the planet. It’s only a short boat ride from here.”

“Can I ask you one more thing?”

The Alyipi looked at her from under his eyebrows. “Asking for the doctor and his beloved?”

Ir nodded silently.

“I’ll see what I can do. Go.”

Saying goodbye to her neighbors and throwing her homely patched-up Grad backpack on her shoulder, Ir made her way to the hospital to thank one last time the man who had been her guide on Neoar. They clasped each other tightly in an embrace because they knew they were parting for good. Two compatriots who found themselves on a foreign planet had built a strong bond of friendship and trust, staying forever in each other’s memories.

“Where are you going?” Sani turned away and wiped the insides of his goggles from tears.

“To Rhea.”

“Is that so? You know, when you are there, find my sister! Her name is Yuda Kiva, and she’s a doctor, too. She’ll be sure to help you get settled. Tell her I sent you. Speaking of, will you pass her a message from me?”

“Of course I will! What do you want to tell her?”

“Do you speak Tanironi?”

“No.”

Sani grinned. “Pass it word for word, please. Wes typ yo, tamsrr ba yop.”

“Wes typ yo, tamsrr ba yop? Right? What does that mean?”

“It means, ‘I really missed you!’ in Tanironi. Our mother loved this language very much and taught it to Yuda and me when we were little.” Sani laughed loudly again.

Ir once again hugged her friend tightly.

“Glory to the Emperor.”

“Glory to the great warriors of Grad,” said Sani in the same calm tone.

The boat that transported Ir and Samaa A’Obal to the spaceship looked absolutely fantastic. Up to that moment, she had never taken the sea. The constant rocking from side to side made her stomach uncomfortable and her head a little dizzy. Standing barefoot on the bright redwood deck, with both hands on the railing, she gazed at the lovely island that had welcomed her—a disobedient foreigner. She had learned and discovered many things here, transformed herself, and instilled faith in the people. It was a strange place in the Noom system, where citizens’ rights were not honored by law, but their lives were valued above all else.

The vessel’s bow cut the wave, and Ir caught the cool drops of water on her skin and the warm rays of the falling asleep Noom. I can’t wait to get to Rhea! Perhaps there I would finally feel relaxed and safe, and I could deal with my health. My hormonal levels still haven’t improved. She didn’t feel well and ran inside to empty her stomach. Ir shut herself in the cabin and stared at the ceiling, trying to get a grip. It was as if Neoar was angry at her for leaving, and the wind blew hard, rocking the boat and making her seasick.

The boat docked at the pier near the spaceport. It was built over water for land considerations, as the one in Samaa A’Obal’s kasanduan. Ir gasped in surprise. So many vessels swarmed around her that it was impossible to count their number. They came and went like insect angam (the main pests of Neoarese plantations she’d had to deal with repeatedly). One couldn’t imagine how the captains skillfully found gaps for passage and maneuvered amongst themselves.

Ir looked up. In front of her was a simple passenger craft, the kind she had flown in. The Alyipi handed her the noise-canceling earphones. From the overcrowded technical floor, the guards encircled the important passengers and escorted them to the elevator. The doors slowly opened, and the couple stepped inside. A cool breeze blew over them, and the humidity, which had been the norm on Neoar, dropped dramatically to a comfortable level. The elevator ascended steadily and gently; she didn’t feel the slightest jerk. After the rough rocking on the boat, it was just what she needed. The doors opened, and Ir took a step inside.

There was a lit hallway in front of her, brightly colored carpets on the floor, and smiling, friendly flight attendants greeting her as she exited the elevator. The rich floor couldn’t be compared to what Ir had long seen on the deck for the poor. No crammed seats, and no tech room in the middle. Everything was designed for maximum passenger comfort. The place was divided into several cabins, separated from each other by high partitions.

“Your seats!” The attendant smiled sweetly and pointed to cubicle number two.

It was small, but it looked so cozy that it gave Ir a strange, pleasant feeling. The walls were lined with wood, there was a tufted rug on the floor, and two soft armchairs—it looked more like a room in a fancy hotel than a seat in a spaceship. The major highlight of the interior was a vast window illuminator, through which one could see all the beauty of Neoar with its many islands and the blue-emerald sea.

“I didn’t know spacecraft had windows!” She was astounded. “Why aren’t they visible from the outside?”

“Well, firstly, we are on the top floor of the ship, so you can’t see them from the ground. And secondly, they have a special coating, so as not to expose first-class passengers to danger. The richest people of Noom travel here, except for those who use private shuttles, of course,” said Samaa A’Obal’s pleasant voice in her headphones.

A female attendant entered the cabin to confirm when the passengers would be ready to take their sleeping pills for the flight. Refreshing her memories of the homemade soporific device, Ir shook her head negatively, refusing the service.

“Don’t listen to her,” the Alyipi said. “Right after takeoff, please.”

“I’m not going to spend the entire flight breathing my own feces,” Ir whispered grudgingly as the attendant left the room.

The man laughed out loud. “I don’t know what kind of sleeping pills you have on Grad, but we use the most advanced. And I assure you, there’s no excrement in it.”

Ir leaned back in her chair, convincing herself, once again, to trust the Alyipi. After all, it was unlikely the ruler of Neoar would exploit a DIY mask she had once witnessed.

The flight attendant returned and handed the travelers a gray pill each, explaining that it should slow down their metabolism for a few sevohours. Then she placed small round patches behind their ears, on the folds of their arms and legs, and in the middle of their backs, explaining that this would help the body retain moisture and not get dehydrated. The attendant then injected a special solution into the back of their heads and told the guests to enjoy their departure from Neoar, informing them they would wake up before landing.

The command ‘Fasten your seat belts’ sounded, the countdown was announced, and the apparatus, slowly cutting through the air, moved upward. Ir braced herself, expecting a jolt, but it was as if their floor were surrounded by shock absorbers, preventing the noble passengers from being disturbed. She felt hammers on her skin, signifying that the spacecraft had successfully crossed the protective field. In the illuminator, Neoar was getting farther and farther away, turning into a tiny ball in the black shroud of space. Other planets lit up, beckoning travelers with their immensity. At that moment, she realized how much she had missed Grad, how its distinctive sky lured her back, and how much she missed the perpetually disgruntled Stan, whom her heart loved so much. A new adventure awaited Ir ahead, one that should finally help her find peace and her place in life. She fell sweetly asleep.
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“I don’t understand why you won’t take the money.” Samaa A’Obal insisted and handed Ir some rectangular Rhea tokens.

“I can manage on my own! I am grateful for all you have done!” said Ir.

“I’ll pay for a night at the hotel. It is out of the question!” He stopped her objection with his hand and ordered the car to be sent to one of the most luxurious hotels in Yeine, the capital of Rhea. “Oh, and one more thing! If you ever have to get in touch with me, here’s the channel number that directs the call straight to my office.”

The flight from Neoar to Rhea took about six sevohours. Ir spent the entire way in the most pleasant dreams, the plot of which she could never recall. Still, the emotions she experienced were overwhelmingly real and positive. There were many light shades, many smiling faces, and not a single adverse impulse among them.

Something tickled in her chest when the planet’s outline appeared in the illuminator. It was a small ball of green-blue, with white pendent clouds. Very close by, but slightly off to the side, Sev was looming in its orbit, exceeding its neighbor by half in size. The enormous Sev is the unofficial leader of the Noom system, trying to keep the balance among his ever-quarreling comrades and prevent the world from perishing.

Just by touching the softest pillow and snuggling up in a warm, airy blanket in her hotel room, Ir immediately passed out. Her body was recovering from its use of travel dope, and she slept for what seemed like an entire day, waking up from a severe bout of hunger only the next morning. Her stomach twisted so violently that even her head jangled, and her body felt as if it had gone limp, refusing to obey. She was so terrified that she grabbed only her backpack and ran out into the street, searching for food.

The doors slowly parted into hollows, and Ir saw a broad avenue in front of her, on which cars raced swiftly in both directions. Their shapes seemed odd to her—tapered in front and widened at the back, like a droplet or an apel leaf, perfectly smooth and sculpted with no edges. The colors of these vehicles were muted, and they had great seating capacity—three to four rows, three seats per row could be seen through the windows.

Just outside the hotel, at the curb, stood a cart selling a local delicacy—salted and then fried just before serving ishe, a small fish found in all the rivers on Rhea, seasoned with sweet spices and yapyns dried under the rays of Noom. Ir shuddered at the sight of this gustatory perversion, but her stomach demanded one to try. She opened her backpack and found local money there. Shoved me some mets after all!

As she stepped back toward the building and held the outlandish delicacy with both hands, she didn’t know how to approach it. Ir opened her mouth wide and took the first bite when she felt a taste explosion that made her want to squeeze her eyes shut. This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten! she exclaimed to herself, and before she knew it, she had swallowed the entire meal. Her stomach rumbled appreciatively, and her chest felt very warm. Rhea had won her heart from the first bite.

Everything here seemed somehow pleasant and familiar to her, even though this was the first time she had ever set foot on this land. After dark Grad and flamboyant Neoar, the new planet felt like a splendid middle ground. Noom did not shine as brightly here, so there was no need to wear a hat to cast an extra shade on her eyes, nor was there the perpetual darkness that shrouded everything in gray and marred the landscape.

The planet was densely vegetated with tall apel and amutbai trees, reaching several dozen makzhyuns, so when standing on the ground, one could see the long trunks of trees in front of them, and somewhere up there, their lush branches with green crowns. The architecture of Rhea was terrific—the buildings were cleverly blended into nature, round in cross-section, as if they were part of this quaint ecosystem. They were all made of natural materials; not a single fence or door was made of ealock. It seemed that Rheans had learned to sense their environment. Instead of resisting nature and fighting for their survival, they adapted to it and accepted all the rules of the game.

The indigenous inhabitants of the dreamlike planet were open not only to nature but to all life in the universe. Past Ir glimpsed folk from all over the Noom system, children of mixed marriages, and same-sex couples strolling arm in arm. Here everything breathed with calm and equality. People’s clothes were just as varied. It was easy to get lost in the crowd in any outfit. Is there no place at all for evil and crime here? How did Rhea manage to build such an idyll? Ir thought. Suddenly her breath caught and her heart raced, her eyes darkened, and she felt a pull to the side.




Ir woke up to a bright light that hurt her eyes. She squeezed hard and touched her face with her hand. Her goggles were gone. What to do? How do I know where I am? What happened to me? Endless questions were running through her head.

“Help!” She screamed with all her might. “Help!”

Ir heard the stomp of approaching footsteps.

“Wahau! Zee wahau!” A woman’s voice came from beside her. “Ruf darz Omona!”12

Ir was breathing heavily and kept screaming. She felt a bunch of people piled over her, studying her from head to toe. She tried to open her eyes, but the burning was as bad as if they had been doused with acid. Ir kept waving her hands in front of her, listening to the surrounding sounds, and straining all senses to compensate for the loss of sight.

“Uich! Uich!”13 said another woman’s voice. Ir caught the rough pronunciation of soft sounds in the notes. She immediately recognized a Gradish accent.

“Vois y bril?”14

Ir felt the gentle stroking of tender fingers on her hands that covered her eyes; she gave in to them and unclasped her palms. Someone carefully lifted her head and put her goggles on, carefully pressing them around the rim and smoothing the seal where they adjoined the skin. As soon as the light stopped blazing through her closed eyelids, Ir opened her eyes.

Several people in front of her stood dressed in light-colored clothing, with the symbol of Rhea on their chests. The one closest to her was a Grad woman with tattoos above her eyebrows, just like Ir’s. The others, hidden behind her, were Rheans with their typical yellowish skin and light brown hair. Ir glanced around the room. It was a tiny, windowless place with a small opening instead of a door, low ceilings, and walls painted in a pleasant light beige color. She was lying on a couch with four lights pointed at her, and at the head of the bed stood several unknown medical devices.

“Where am I?” she whispered, breaking the lingering silence.

“You’re in the hospital. Don’t worry,” said the Grad doctor. “Do you remember your name?”

“Ir Neva.”

“Good. I am Doctor Omona.” She beckoned one of the assistants to hand her an electronic device. “And do you remember how you got here?”

“I was walking down the street, then I fainted, and I woke up here.”

“Do you have any identification?”

“No, I don’t.”

“How did you end up on Rhea?”

“It’s a very long story.”

“Let’s say you tell me your long story without missing a single detail,” Doctor Omona said gently. Turning away, the doctor added to her colleagues in Rhean, “Eh! Ver hundl!”15 and continued in her native tongue. “Please start with the very first event that brought you here. Even if it seems insignificant to you. I can only help you if I know the whole truth.”

Ir confided in her and slowly told the doctor everything that had happened from Grad all the way to the flight to Rhea.

“Do you have a place to sleep?”

“No,” said Ir honestly.

“Then I’m taking you to my place tonight. You will stay with me before you get settled. I believe you have been completely honest with me, so I will be honest with you. You passed out, and the ambulance brought you here. We had to do a full examination of your body. And I have three things to discuss with you. First, your ears were badly damaged because of your work in the mine and space travel without proper protection. I see that you have already been treated and your hearing restored, but from the looks of it, you should still feel a hum. You could lose your hearing very soon if you don’t take action. So I will refer you to procedures that will help you prevent that. Second, I know that everyone on Grad smokes zyfra all the time and thinks it’s a minor health hazard, but it’s not. More recently, it has been known that smoking destroys neural connections and turns a person into an ignorant machine. According to our data, this is caused by the transmitter chips implanted in people’s hands. They make you dizzy and nervous, inciting a desire to smoke zyfra they feed off. This is why we have to inject you with a special drug to restore all the lost connections. It will take time, but the process is necessary. All Grads who visit Rhea go through it. And finally, the third question. I don’t know how to begin…” The doctor stood up and slowly cut across the room, heading from the near corner to the farthest one. “You’re about sixteen rheaweeks pregnant. That’s about two gradoweeks. Now that I know what you’ve been up to, it appears that the child was conceived on Grad. And the father is the person who raped you. Here on Rhea, you have the right to decide for yourself what to do with the fetus. But I must warn you that the term is quite long…”

“I’m keeping it!” Ir didn’t let her finish and ran her hand over her belly. What kind of doctor would I be if I mistook the pregnancy for a hormone imbalance?

“Please think about it. It is a very big decision.”

“That is out of the question. It was conceived in love on that gradoday when we parted, not after the destruction of Ligon.”

“Very well, as you wish.” The doctor sighed. “And another thing. Rhea’s laws allow free healthcare only for locals, those born here, and those who have inhabited the planet for over five rheayears, with a residency permit. For everyone else, medical care must be paid for. I won’t leave you alone, don’t worry. So far, I’ve signed you up for myself.”

“But where will I get the money? How will I pay you back?”

“We’ll think of something. We’ll find you a job. I’ll help you! Let’s get ready and go to my place.”

The two left the hospital and went to the bus stop.

“There is no personal transportation here, just like on Grad. All the cars that drive around the city or go between the settlements are sort of shuttle buses that carry people in sizable groups. This helps Rhea to take care of the environment and not emit too many harmful gases into the atmosphere.”

“But what if I need to go somewhere other than where the bus is going? Do I, like on Grad, have to walk?”

“We have hydromobiles. They are single-seater vehicles that work with the help of a water engine and the driver’s own efforts. He has to use his feet to push off and pull the handle to drive the mechanism.”

“Why can’t they make the same hydromobiles, but multi-passenger ones?”

“It’s a battle for empty roads. Rhea is a cure-all planet. Our climate promotes rapid healing of wounds and recovery of human organisms, and even terminally ill people come here from all over the Noom system to be treated. Ambulances must be able to reach patients easily; there is even a response standard of four rheaminutes. To that end, the government monitors traffic closely and limits it.”

Climbing to the last row of seats, Ir took Doctor Omona by the hand. The woman was old enough to be her mother, rather than a friend. She radiated such kindness, perhaps only lacking the glow around her image so that any stranger could see her bright soul from afar. An amazing human being! thought Ir. To take in a stranger who had told her a crazy story, to pay for her treatment, and to ask for nothing in return. Only someone with a big heart could do that.

They rode slowly on the bus, moving farther and farther away from the city center. There were fewer houses and denser forests. On the rare buildings, Ir noticed some unexpected signs.

“It’s in Gradish!” She shouted so loudly that all the passengers on the bus turned around, tacitly expressing their displeasure.

“Yes,” said Doctor Omona. “We have an extensive Grad community. One of the largest in the whole Noom system. You’re going to love it!”

The bus slowly decelerated, and the two passengers got off at their stop. Ir continued to stare around, completely unaware of what was going on. Here and there, she heard Gradish speech. The vast majority of the people were from Grad or had the pronounced features of inhabitants of the distant planet. Doctor Omona led her along narrow paths past trees until they finally reached a cylindrical building four stories high. A spiral staircase ran upward right at the entrance, and the two quickly climbed to the last tier. There were three doors on the landing, all made of solid wood and coated with a lacquer that shimmered and rayed, and brought out subtle irregularities on the surface that were pleasant to the touch.

Going inside, Ir could not contain her emotions and gasped with delight. The apartment looked like a hollow tree with small windows at different heights. Just as outside, only natural materials were used in the interior. Even the dishes seemed chiseled out of wood, smooth, with different brown undertones. The doctor entered a code on the wall, and the windows got covered with a very dense fabric that plunged the entire room into pitch darkness. She pressed a few more buttons, and the lights in different parts of the apartment cast a muted glow.

“You can take off your goggles now.” Doctor Omona pulled down hers. “I set the Grad light on.”

Ir gingerly followed her lead. Perfect! she thought.

“Please sit at the table, and I’ll make us some dinner.” The host headed for the cylindrical pole on the left side of the room.

She deftly pressed invisible buttons, and the doors on the pole opened, devices came out, and symbols illuminated. In a couple of moments, there was a bowl of a liquid-like substance of pale green color in front of Ir. Leaning toward it, she caught a sharp aroma that reminded her of the smell of ongu. Reluctantly, she took a spoon and dipped some of the food in, and as her lips and tongue touched the food, a pleasantly sweet taste with a slight sourness emerged in her mouth.

“It’s koh.” The doctor watched Ir attentively. “It’s a local dish, a very healthy and popular staple. Rheans often make it for dinner.”

“It’s good.” Ir swallowed another spoonful of congee. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome!”

“I am so grateful for your food and shelter, Doctor Omona.”

“No need!” She waved her hand. “You can call me Xa.”

“Alright then. Thank you for your kindness! I don’t know what I would have done without you!”

“No big deal. It is always like that. On any planet, wherever you go, when you see a fellow compatriot in trouble, you run to help out. That’s the way we’re built. No matter how you spin it, among strangers we’ll always feel anxious for our own lives because when you’re alone, isolation eats away at you. And to make our existence easier, we gather into packs. And such neighborhoods with signs in Gradish and other native charms are spawned. It is always difficult for a person born on another soil to assimilate. Only the second and third generations of migrants are truly able to do so, because, on the physical level, they feel connected to their roots, as they look different. Yet, on the emotional level, they belong to another culture. You know Grads, we are always dissatisfied with each other, always angry, but away from home, one awakens warmth to their kind. Everyone tries to support each other, and their usual negativity pours out on people who are different. That’s how we are, that’s how we were brought up, and that’s how we’ll stay. On Grad, they say it’s hard to move to another planet because you’ll be alone there, and no one needs you. But in fact, when you find yourself here, you realize that your fellow citizens need you here much more than there. It’s an amazing paradox! It turns out that migrating to Rhea will be easier than moving from one Grad settlement to another because here they will be welcomed with open arms. In contrast, there they will be alone, and no one will support them because they are no different from anyone else.”

Ir sat and listened silently to every word from the doctor’s mouth, absorbing the wisdom and trying not to miss anything.

“So you know all the Grads on Rhea?” she asked.

Xa laughed. “Well, not all of them, but many. Especially the ones who work in healthcare.”

“Do you know Yuda Kiva?” Ir asked cautiously.

“Yuda? Of course! She works with me at the clinic. She is currently on a business trip to Artumi and will be back in a couple of weeks. How do you know her?”

“Remember when I told you about the doctor on Neoar? Well, Yuda is his sister.”

“Wait a minute! The doctor who saved you, his name was Sani Kiv?”

“Yes, that’s him.”

“You’re a lucky girl! He’s a genius! Doctor Kiv was one of the best on Rhea. And he trained you?”

“Yep.” Ir nodded. “I was his assistant.”

“What a coincidence! He’s a very, very good doctor, and his attitude is always inspiring.”

“Yes, that’s why I decided to come to Rhea. I want to get an education and become useful to others. He told me about Doctor Rovip’s research. I’ve had a dream ever since.”

“You sound just like him!” Doctor Omona laughed. “Tomorrow we’ll go sign the certificates. You know, Rhea’s great, but their obsession with paperwork and information preservation is really annoying. We’ll have to get you legal residency, study, and work permits, and sign you up for language classes. And these are all different authorities. Get yourself cleaned up and get some rest. Tomorrow is a busy day!”

The bathroom was a whole new quest for Ir in the unusual apartment. On Grad, where there was no personal space as such, only a few makzhyuns on the back side of the water machine, separated from the common room by a cloth, were allocated for the area where you were supposed to use dry soap and shampoo to get clean.

In the Neoar’s palace, there were common baths, men’s and women’s apart, with several tubs with purified water. The bathing utensils were nothing more than liquid chemistry derived from salt compounds. And here on Rhea, the bathroom was a separate room with its own door, where one could be all alone.

Like in the rest of the home, the controls were electronic, and with the help of switches, heated fresh river water began pouring from the ceiling. There were the flow and even the temperature regulators, and also an incredible soap delivery system built in. It came in portions with water, which helped conserve consumption.

Finally, being by herself, Ir undressed and examined her body in the mirror. She ran her hands over her stomach. Only now did she realize that she had been driven forward all this time and was not allowed to give up by the little fetus of love, hungry for life. Soon she was to become a mother, but it seemed that Ir’s ultimate dream was not destined to materialize. Raising a baby in a full family with both parents ruthlessly loving each other was impossible since there was no way to return to Grad. So Ir promised she would be both parents to her child at once. She would love her as no other living creature in the Noom system loves its baby. She would raise her child in an incomplete yet full-fledged family.




“I have upsetting news for you,” Xa said. “Both in healthcare and education, foreigners are treated differently here. I’ve arranged a job at the hospital, but the salary won’t be enough to pay for the medical care and tuition all at once. You will probably have to postpone classes for a few years.”

When Ir heard these words, she couldn’t hold back her tears and sobbed loudly. This was the flip side of the happy world, where getting in as a nobody was a struggle. It was not hard to get on a spaceship, learn the language and find a place to live. It was hard to force oneself to stand up, hitting the first wall of rejection. The thought that she would be responsible for one more person besides herself in a few months was even more burdensome. It was foolish to think everything would work itself out when she decided to have a child. Otherwise, what kind of life awaited? Ir, like any parent, wanted to prepare for birth and make a springboard from which the baby could jump into the new world and belong with others.

She wiped away her tears and dipped her hand into the backpack to retrieve a water flask. But instead of the main compartment, her palm slipped through a hole into a hidden pocket. Ir fumbled for several solid rectangular-shaped objects there. Pulling one of them out through a small hole, she became numb. It was a kolr. Xa, who had been chattering nonstop, turned on Ir’s movement and got petrified.

“Where did you get that?”

“Before I left Grad, my child’s father gave me a few kolrs to live on.”

“That is a fortune! He was very rich, your Stan, to give you such a treasure!”

“Or he was just a good trader.” Ir smiled. “He was constantly bartering. Will that be enough to pay for my treatments and tuition?”

“It would take two kolrs to cover the treatments. So you have extra money for studies, too.”

“Wow! That’s good luck!”




Applying to the educational institution was fairly easy. Ir passed the first aid test with flying colors and got into the program, but the hardest part was learning the new language. Rhean was incredibly difficult for her, especially the pronunciation, which differed greatly from Gradish, and even Neoarese, in the softness of its sounds.

She spent her days in lectures, her evenings at work in the hospital, and her nights in books, trying to learn the grammar and memorize the vocabulary. Doctor Omona, as promised, took charge of Ir, and put them on the same shifts to make the newcomer feel comfortable, besides letting her stay at her place.

“Have you seen it yet?” Xa caught Ir one day in the hospital’s corridor.

“What do you mean?”

“Run downstairs to the information board. You’re going to love it!” The doctor raised her eyebrow.

Ir hurried to the first floor. She was overwhelmed with excitement. What news awaited her there? The doctors were talking animatedly, exclaiming in surprise from time to time.

She waited until her agitated colleagues had dispersed and then stepped forward. In the center of the board, in large letters, an illuminated projection reported that Doctor Rovip had announced the expansion of his team developing a cure for TOSKA-8. The application had to be submitted by the end of the day, and the applicants were due for an exam and interview in the morning.

Ir took out her communicator and checked the data. It turned out that in just a few minutes thirty-six candidates had already responded to the position. She became very nervous. Ir imagined that she would have to compete with all the individuals who were more educated and experienced than her. She held her finger over the ‘Apply’ button, but withdrew her hand and hid the communicator in the pocket.

“Ir, have you sent in the application form yet?” Xa asked, appearing from behind her shoulder.

“No.” She lowered her eyes. “I don’t think I’ll do it.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Doctor Omona drew herself up. “This is your dream! Who could have thought that the opportunity comes up and they decide to expand the team?”

“I… I have plenty to do. When am I going to get everything done?”

“I feel you’re making excuses for yourself. That’s not the real reason. Am I right?”

“Yes,” Ir said after a brief silence. “How am I going to compete with all these amazing doctors? Who are they, and who am I?”

“You underestimate yourself.” Xa patted her on the shoulder. “Why don’t you try it, see if you can do it? I don’t doubt you, for instance! Would you like me to help you write an application?”

“I’d love to.”

Ir believed the doctor’s words because she spoke so confidently that her doubts about her abilities dissipated. Indeed, I must do it! If they say no, then no! At least, I’ll know I tried! She opened the communicator and pressed the coveted button.

The next question, after the name and area of study, was who among Noom’s distinguished doctors could give references to her. It stumped Ir. Of course, she wrote Doctor Omona first, but it was not clear who to choose as her second reference. None of her professors were suitable for this role, because she had never worked side by side with any of them. Again, Ir was frustrated. I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up, she thought.

“What about physician assistants?” Xa asked.

“They won’t do. You need someone with full education and insignia.”

“I know someone who could help you!” Doctor Omona smiled. “Sani Kiv!”

“Sani?” Ir, as if coming out of a deep coma, shouted at the top of her voice. “That’s right! Sani!”

“But how do we get in touch with him? He’s on Neoar. No one but alyipis has communicators there.”

“Yeah, but one of the alyipis was thoughtless enough to give me his number.” Ir smirked.

She immediately called up the channel that Samaa A’Obal had given her. After a few minutes, which seemed an eternity to her, she heard a familiar voice in the earpiece, sounding very sleepy.

“Hello, it’s Ir Neva!”

“Hello, Ir! You know it’s the middle of the night, right?”

“I’m sorry, Samaa A’Obal! I totally lost track of time. I’ll call you in the morning.”

“It’s alright!” he said in a kind tone. “I suppose it is urgent that you did not even look at your watch. What is it?”

“I need Sani’s help.”

“Should I wake him up?”

“Don’t bother! Just tell him I need a professional recommendation from him.”

“It’s weird, but I’ll do it. Anything else?”

“No, that’s it. Thank you!”

“You’re welcome. If you need anything, call me. We miss you,” said the Alyipi and ended the connection.

As soon as her shift ended, Ir hurried home. She decided not to go to bed, but to spend her time preparing for the upcoming exam because it was supposed to comprise different areas of medical knowledge. By morning Ir was pecking her nose at the table when Xa discovered her.

“Haven’t you been to bed?”

“I wanted to be better prepared,” said Ir, and yawned widely.

To get to the hospital, where the preliminaries were to be held, she used the hydromobile. Ir liked this uncomplicated transport, because it helped her maintain a little physical fitness, and also allowed her to refresh herself, which on this sleepless morning was vital.

Panic set in once again when she stepped inside the room, set aside for the exam. The number of people made her eyes glaze over. It seemed as if half of Rhea’s medical students and doctors had gathered to try their luck. On half-bent legs, Ir moved up to the top of the auditorium and sat on the edge.

The applicants pulled out their communicators, and one of the professors on Doctor Rovip’s team made an announcement.

“As soon as the buzzer sounds, you may begin. There will be another at the end. Keep in mind that all data sources are blocked here, and you can rely only on your own knowledge to complete the assignments. Your answers will be checked automatically after they are uploaded into the system, so a few minutes after the exam is over, you will receive information about whether you have made it to the next stage.”

Ir swallowed a lump. Wow, how serious this place is! she thought. More complicated than the institute testing! The buzzer went off. Ir opened the first question, ‘Is the individual who goes beyond set limits the monster that destroys society, or the engine of progress?’ She felt her sheer face pour red. Ir took a few deep breaths and started writing her answer.

When she was only halfway through her assignments, some candidates got up and left the auditorium. She wiped the sweat from her forehead. It gave her an uneasy feeling, that anyone could answer all the questions in such a short time.

Ir tried to pace herself but still paused on some points longer than she would have liked. When she had finished and submitted her answers, her communicator made a sound. She immediately activated the screen. Have the results come in yet? It displayed, ‘Your work has been accepted. The exam is over.’

All day long she was in bits. Chatting with some acquaintances who had gone through the selection process with her, Ir found out that everyone had received their results and that all the other participants had been eliminated. Once again, she doubted herself. By evening, Ir was completely down. She struggled to focus on her work and occasionally caught herself staring at an invisible dot on the wall.

“Ir Neva?” A man’s voice called her from the hospital corridor.

“Yes, it’s me,” she said, turning around.

Before her stood the same professor who had attended the examination.

“I wanted to tell you the news in person,” he said and smiled. “Congratulations! You have been accepted into Doctor Rovip’s team.”

“I’m what? I don’t understand.” Ir shook her head. “There was only one exam, and I never received the result.”

“That’s right. Your work is in the top ten. We’ll be interviewing these candidates. But you don’t have to worry, you are already on the team.”

“But why?”

“This morning, we received a recommendation from Doctor Kiv. SUCH a reference, and from SUCH a person is worth a lot! Once again, congratulations from the bottom of my heart!”

The man shook her hand and continued on his way as if it was nothing, and Ir remained standing there like a stone, unable to process what had happened. Did I finally get lucky? she said to herself and laughed hysterically, sliding down the wall.




Less than a couple of days later, Ir received notice that the first meeting of the chosen candidates with Doctor Rovip would take place at the beginning of the week.

Ir tapped her fingers nervously on her desk and scanned the room. A small oval office, a speaker’s area in the middle, and seats for audience members around it. One by one, the people in the light-colored scientist suits occupied the seats, not at random, but according to the popping-up projections.

A young woman came to a nearby table, adjusted her blouse, and sat down at full stretch, not leaning against the backrest. She was Tanironian (from the planet of cattle, mountain ranges, and the largest money depositories in the system) with dark brown skin, a high forehead, and big blue eyes, and she held herself so stately and majestic that Ir got embarrassed by her sloppiness.

A young Rhean man showed up. He walked along, whistling a popular song to himself, and spreading smiles to everyone at the gathering. He sat at the table next to Ir, cast the kind of charming glance at her that men award pretty women with, looked her over from head to toe, and nodded in greeting.

A silence hung. The scientists jumped up from their seats. An elderly man entered the hall. He moved heavily, using an exoskeleton. He was Doctor Rovip, the man who had created more than a dozen drugs, made five scientific discoveries, and saved several thousand lives.

“I appreciate your presence.” He reached the lectern. “After all the trials, tests, and interviews, we have finally found new members for our team. I would like you to introduce yourself and tell me what brought you to the laboratory and why you decided to take part in our project. Please.” Doctor Rovip pointed to the three newcomers who had taken seats in the row nearby.

A scientist sitting in the hall stood up and introduced the first one. “Langie Deca. On the recommendation of Doctor Wymau, Doctor Chez, and Doctor Ulieu.”

The Taniron woman rose, nodded, and began her memorized speech in perfect Rhean without nervousness or mincing words. “My name is Langie Deca. I major in psychology. I interned with Doctor Wymau when his department researched the psychology of personality and self-awareness. It was important for me to be in your research group because the best minds of Rhea are here, and I want to learn from the best. If we hope one day to travel outside the system and explore space, we must defeat the disease that pulls us back. Therefore, the TOSKA-8 disease should be eradicated from the list of incurable diseases.”

“Bast Schtair. On the recommendation of Doctor Lyk and Doctor Vistrez.”

The young man stood up, squared his shoulders, looked at everyone with a sly smile, and spoke in a clear, well-defined voice. “I am Bast Schtair. I have studied pharmaceutics and participated in developing tissue-repair drugs in Doctor Lyk and Doctor Vistrez’s team. I believe that the fight against the TOSKA-8 disease is one of the most promising studies that will bring its creators eternal world fame. As soon as recruitment began, I applied at once because I could not allow the discovery to occur without my participation. I believe I will make difference and am grateful to you, distinguished scientists, for giving me this opportunity.”

“Ir Neva. On the recommendation of Doctor Omona and Doctor Kiv. Doctor Sani Kiv,” the scientist said.

Whispers swept through the audience. “Sani Kiv himself?” Ir was embarrassed, unsure why this had caused such a stir in the audience and how to respond.

“Silence!” Doctor Rovip intervened. “I understand you are agitated by the information about Doctor Kiv because he doesn’t give out recommendations. But I can assure you that I saw it with my own eyes and do not doubt its authenticity. Go on,” he said to Ir.

“My name is Ir Neva. I was born on Grad and worked as a miner there. Then I ended up on Neoar, where I was an assistant to Doctor Kiv. Now I am a student in the neurology department and also work part time at the hospital. For me, TOSKA-8 isn’t just an acronym for medical terms. It’s a tough experience to endure because homesickness is essentially a nice, mellow moping. It’s a feeling you get when you miss and recall pleasant moments from the past. And at the same time, homesickness is disgust and aversion, when any piece of news about the homeland makes you shiver, fear, and cry. By finding a cure and defeating the disease, a large percentage of Noom’s population will have an easier life. And isn’t that why we chose the medical profession, to make human existence easier?” Saying those last sentences, Ir could barely contain her tears and turned her gaze to the ceiling, so as not to meet anyone else’s eyes.

“Are you sick?” Doctor Rovip asked Ir, after a few moments of silence, pursed his lips, and lowered his eyes.

“With all my heart, Doctor,” she said on an exhale, tapping her fingers on the table.

“Well, that’s why we’re here, to help people like you, Ir Neva. Once again, I want to thank those present and explain why I have decided to expand our lineup. We have been battling a severe disease for several years, but we have not found a remedy that can cure those suffering. And since POKOY’s research has reached a dead end, only a fresh look from new angles at our group’s results can save it. And what could be fresher than young students—top representatives of their studies, with brilliant recommendations from the best doctors in the world and a hunger for discovery? Let’s get started right away! You’ve probably prepared and studied all the available research material, but I’ll cover a bit of the classified part. I look forward to your questions and comments. First thoughts and guesses are always the most honest and accurate.”

The doctor signaled with his hand and a grandiose projection with many formulas, graphs, and images lit up around him.

“Thanks to numerous participants, we could discover that the disease usually occurs five rheamonths after the relocation. Analyzing the subjects’ brains, we identified the areas responsible for the memories that trigger TOSKA-8. Using energy flows and directing them to certain places, we tried to weaken their influence on the mind.”

“Doctor, what kind of energy currents are these? The ones used on Neoar?” Ir asked. She was surprised that they knew about the mystery of the Neoar catacombs on Rhea.

“Yes. They are. It is a joint development of the scientists of the two planets.”

Bast leaned toward Ir and whispered in her ear, “Did you think the Neoarese knew how to extract energy on their own? You’re funny!”

“And how do you get your energy?” She wouldn’t let it go, pretending not to hear her neighbor’s remark and recalling Sani’s description of the sacredness of the Neoarese chips.

“You mean the legend?” The doctor laughed. “Actually, it doesn’t matter who wears the band with the storage device. Anyone can do it. But since it is part of the Neoar tradition, we made an agreement with alyipis to have the local temples, which honor their gods, gather energy for us, and offer Neoarese water to the inhabitants to replenish their losses. So there you go. We understood which areas to target and even had positive results. The subjects got cured of a dreadful disease. But there was a problem. A complete recovery was impossible. All the subjects began to feel unwell after a few rheahours. And no matter what we did, we could not prolong the effect of the medication.”

“Have you tried putting chips in the test subjects or something?”

“That won’t help.” Ir did not give the doctor a chance to answer the question. “Everyone on Grad is wearing a chip. I took a nerve agent once, and it didn’t last long.”

“Maybe they can’t make good elixirs on Grad?” Bast chuckled.

“Actually, no. Ir is right,” Doctor Rovip said. “We’ve tried that, too. The duration barely increased without going permanent.”

“I’ve been thinking,” said hunkered-down Langie. “I got inspired by Ir’s story. Tell me, how did you select your subjects, Doctor Rovip?”

“I don’t understand the question. We announced the experiment, and people with the disease came to us.”

“That’s not exactly what I meant,” said Langie. “How did the test subjects feel about their homeland? It seems to me that most of the people who admit to having TOSKA-8 always talk about home in a positive way. And those who speak negatively are not considered sick. Were there people from the second group among your test subjects?”

Doctor Rovip’s face brightened, and he cast a glance at the crowd of scientists as if telepathizing with them. I told you so! Lines scurried across the projection, tables opened one by one, and the tension built up.

“The data shows that all the subjects spoke only favorably of their homeland,” a scientist excitedly proclaimed from the audience.

“Langie!” said Doctor Rovip. “You have made the greatest discovery!”
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Ir was looking forward to the end of the day. The baby inside seemed to indulge her mother and couldn’t stay in one place either, rolling around all the time. Whenever she behaved this way, for some reason, Ir imagined an enormous aquarium with an aquatic animal, that would swim back and forth and push off the walls to glide the distance by inertia without wasting extra energy on the movement of its fins. Now Ir was that aquarium herself.

She was about to spend an unforgettable evening in the most intriguing company, arranged for her by Doctor Omona. Ir fixed her hair and knocked on the door. Soon it was opened by Yuda, an exact copy of Sani. Even her goggles fitted her face the same way as her brother’s.

“Hi, Ir. Come on in!”

“Hello!”

Ir took a step and went inside. Yuda’s apartment was stylishly decorated. It had high ceilings and openings to the rooms in different directions from the corridor. She led Ir through the hall and seated her on a large sofa shaped like a pod of bohna, a creeper plant, one of the most common crops on Jantz, which was often used to make porridges and soups. Entourage paintings hung above the sofa, done in muted colors. There was a full-wall window, and trees from the street pressed closely against it, giving the impression that the forest was an integral part of the interior.

“Your apartment is so big!” Ir looked around. “It’s beautiful!”

“Thank you! My wife is a designer and chose the colors, materials and furniture.”

“Your wife?” Ir asked quietly.

Yuda gave her a puzzled look, then giggled. “Oh. You’re from Grad… Yes, same-sex marriage is legal here on Rhea. They’d execute me for that back home, but it’s normal and not considered improper here.”

“Grad…” Ir said sadly.

“Right. Grad is the place you love and curse at the same time. So how is my brother? How is he feeling?”

“He sent you a brief message. I’ll try to reproduce it now.” Ir cleared her throat and put on an important look. Knapping every word, she said, “Wes typ yo, tamsrr ba yop!”

Yuda burst into a long, loud laugh. She clutched her chest and couldn’t stop chuckling. “Do you know what that means?” she asked, still smiling. “Do you speak Tanironi?”

“No, unfortunately, I do not.” Ir got embarrassed. “Sani said it translates as ‘I really miss you!’”

“Oh, Sani! He’s always been like that! He was messing with you! It means, ‘With your little eyes, you look like a yop!’ A yop is a tiny rodent that lives underground and hates the light. You probably know them. They’re not found on Grad, but plenty of them are here. He used to call me yop all my childhood because they have little gray eyes.”

The blood rushed to Ir’s face. She felt so embarrassed that she had fallen for the stupid trick like a silly girl. Ir had so proudly memorized the phrase and kept repeating it in her head, afraid of forgetting the intonation and accents, that she didn’t even think about translating it. Well, gods help you, Sani! I’ll show you!

“What’s so funny?” a pleasant female voice at the door said in Gradish.

“Nothing much! Meet Ir, Ngel. She’s a Grad girl who came to Neoar and then to us on Rhea. She’s a friend of my brother’s,” said Yuda.

“Hello!” said Ir.

Ngel was a woman of average height with reddish skin, brown eyes, and a broad brown band around her neck.

“Hello, Ir! It’s a pleasure to meet you. And what’s Sani up to? Is he joking around again?”

“You know how he is! He can’t help it,” said Yuda. “By the way, Ngel is the one who brought Sani to Neoar!”

“How is that?”

“When I introduced them to each other, Sani was fascinated by Ngel’s home planet and decided ‘to go there at any cost to save people,’ as he often said,” said Yuda.

“Yes, Sani is a remarkable person! He gave up a brilliant career here for the poor people on Neoar,” Ngel said. “Tell us, how did you end up on my planet and then move here?”

Once again, Ir recounted her experiences: the explosion of Ligon, the rape, working in the mine, the fire, the chase, escaping to Neoar, the tsunami, working in the hospital, helping Samaa A’Obal, the flight to Rhea, meeting Doctor Omona, and developing POKOY drug. The two listened with their mouths open, asking lots of questions and occasionally shrieking with horror.

“You’re not making anything up now, are you? This all truly happened to you?” asked Yuda.

“Oh, yes, it did happen!”

“I am so sorry for you!” Ngel hugged her. “And that baby!”

“I love that little one so much.” Ir stroked her belly. “She’s my treasure.”

“But it’s Stan, her father, that hurt you so much!” Ngel gasped.

“I know Stan realized his guilt. I have forgiven him, and the child… The child is the pledge of our love. I want to know how he is, how my parents are, and Nane…”

“You’re amazing!” Ngel rested her hand on her cheek and shook her head. “I have a friend on Sev who has ties. He might find something out.”

“That would be great!” Ir said.

“But the way you defend that alyipi…” said Yuda.

“He’s been really good to me.”

“Yet he’s a bad person!”

“He’s not a bad one. He took care of his people, and me, when I was part of his settlement.”

“If he cared about them, he would have tried to change things on his planet!” Ngel said. “I am from another kasanduan, but I know for a fact that no alyipi can be called a decent man unless he transforms the way of life on Neoar. As long as people there are slaves, women are belongings, and children live without fathers or mothers.”

Ir felt she had touched on a subject that was a sore spot in this house. Ngel’s face changed right away. One could read in her eyes that she was traumatized and couldn’t cope with it. Yuda hugged her wife from behind and gently kissed the top of her head. Ngel quickly brushed away the tears and turned on the news projection to distract herself.

The room flooded with shots and explosions, screams, and groans. Gray military spaceships with symbols of Perfes on their sides were flying around the place. Grad attacked Neoar.

“What happened? This is impossible!” said Yuda.

“It cannot be! It cannot be!” Ngel kept repeating the words and shaking her head.

“Is it because of me?” Ir jumped up from her seat. “Is it because I taught Neoarese to identify gradian quality? Now they’re getting bombed?”

“Calm down! Don’t exaggerate!” Yuda sat her down. “The Emperor has lost his mind! Ligon wasn’t enough for him, so he proceeded to destroy the universe. He has violated the law of the planets’ integrity! Now the warriors of Sev will come and save them… They’re coming…”

But the warriors of Sev did not come. Instead, the skies above Neoar were occupied by Grad’s military flying frigates. One by one, they lined up in ranks and prepared to attack. When the Emperor of Grad learned of the impudent act of Neoar, when he got a second-rate product back, and the amount equal to only a quarter of what was due dripped into the treasury, his anger was boundless. How could wimpy farmers, those whose place is on the plantation and not at the lord’s table, behave so? Have they no respect for the Emperor himself? Don’t they respect the greatest warriors in the universe?

Such impertinence he could not forgive and gave orders to prepare the attack on the filthy upstarts. It all had begun with a gradual conditioning of the population. Story after story, Grads were shown how well people live on Neoar, what delicious food they eat, and how they have fun. In other words, nurtured their envy, reinforced by hatred. Should we subjugate the farmers? Why must the people on Grad suffer, squeezing water out of the air, while the redskins live on islands surrounded by the sea full of fertile salts? Why not, after all, go to Neoar and claim for ourselves what no one is guarding?

The endless sermons were not in vain; from that point on, all the inhabitants of Grad were talking day and night about Neoar, that the people there lived too well, and that they must share. After all, who else should support a comrade with a shortage of water and food but his friendly planet?

The propaganda became more and more ruthless. A bone was thrown to the agitated masses that Neoar suddenly refused to pay for gradian. For the very gradian they had worked so hard to extract, forsaking their health in the mines. Not only did they not want to pay for it, but they returned it marked ‘spoiled’. “This is an impertinence that has no limit!” Grad’s news projections screamed. “They don’t respect us!” people in the streets echoed them. “We will not leave it like this!” said the Emperor.

Anyone who had ever dealt with a Grad person knew that reputation and respect were the most important things to them, and also that the image was above the substance. A man could go his whole life in the same pants, not have a piece of zyfra on the table, but no one dared to say aloud that he was a beggar or a ragamuffin. To hear such a thing and to let it pass one’s ears was to agree with the reproach and to admit defeat. And Grads did not know how to lose. It was better to die in a stupid fight for a trivial matter than succumb. Interestingly, reputation and respect had nothing to do with honor and dignity. More often than not, there was an inverse relationship. The dumber and more dishonest a person was, the more they demanded respect from those around them—another consequence of the ridiculous cult of strength.

When defending, people didn’t need a reason to stand up against their own kind, but when attacking, leadership had to spend a lot of energy instilling the feeling that everyone was doing the right thing. They had to make up reasons for starting a war and make people angry because they couldn’t just launch a conflict. The population had to believe in it with all their hearts. If authorities were not considerate when it came to manipulating the citizens, they could easily be thrown off the throne.

But when people lived in a cult of strength and war, it did not take long for them to believe in false causes. They were prepared for it from birth, and when the moment was right, they were guided in the necessary direction. In this case, a few gradodays were enough to make one-third of the planet’s military fleet rush to defend its honor and dignity. Charged with anger and anticipating a quick outcome of the battle, they hovered in the sky in a tight formation, waiting for their vokon’s command to attack. “Hit industrial facilities and some civilian infrastructure to spook citizens.” The order echoed through the earpieces of every person inside the military spaceships.

It was not that hard to operate a cannon. A warrior pointed it at the target with their right hand and corrected it slightly with their left. Then thumbs pressed the buttons on the control levers. After that, they calmly waited for the superior’s command. When ‘Fire!’ sounded, an operator quickly released the buttons and moved the starship sideways, so as not to get hit by a shockwave or shrapnel. These were the basics that they were taught in the very first courses of warfare at the academy. But the main thing they were trained for was that there were no repercussions.

It was not hard to push a button; it was hard to take their finger off to fire a missile because that was when the combatant realized being a wrecker. The great art was to beat the human out of a human being and turn one into a murdering robot. Notably, the triggers on the Grad’s cutthroat spaceships were red. Probably so that a warrior would have a direct association that when they pressed it, everything below would turn that bloody color.

‘Fire!’ echoed throughout the Grad’s ships. Hundreds of servicemen simultaneously removed their fingers from the red buttons, hundreds of missiles left their bays, and hundreds of explosions rolled across Neoar sky. The protective field withstood the attack. After the first salvo, some spaceships climbed to a safe altitude to keep the foreign vessels (Sev’s and its allies) out of the shootout, while the rest waited for orders.

The Emperor contacted the alyipi council, offering them ‘peace,’ by which he meant slavery and perpetual tribute. “If you do not agree to my terms, my warriors will fire another round. We will breach the shield, and Neoarese will perish. Decide for yourselves what is more important to you—your men or your honor!”

But the energy field was not so easy to penetrate. Several planes took to the air from the forests of Neoar. They spread apart their tops, extended their guns, and pointed them at the Grads. Upon silent command, the return fire began. The dark-colored drones bearing Rhea symbols remained hidden beneath the energy field, getting to speeds that Grad spacecraft could not reach because of their size and sluggishness.

The drones fired bullets and energy, easily hitting their target while remaining intact. Blow after blow, explosion after explosion, the universe’s greatest warriors dropped from heights, burned as they touched the force field, and drowned in the waves of the raging sea. The mighty warriors of Grad were terrified. Accustomed to seeing a human opponent get crushed by their reputation, they were unprepared to face the soulless machines. Oh, Rhea! A planet that valued lives so much that it was only willing to fight using drones.

The Emperor could not suffer a defeat. How dare Rhea send aid to these talentless wimps? When did they hand them the drones? Why didn’t anyone track them down? There was no limit to his anger, and the fault, of course, lay with Neoarese, Rheans, his rulins, and Grad warriors, but not with himself. The victory was now to be achieved at any cost—any number of guns and any number of lives. He did not pity anyone. But he had to retreat this time. Every single Grad spaceship had left Neoar with nothing, vowing to return one day and punish them for what they had done.

“I guess I’ll go see Doctor Omona,” Ir said.

“Don’t even think about it! You never know what can happen outside right now. You’re a Grad girl. What if some lunatic jumps out from behind a corner and takes it out on you?” Ngel came up to her and hugged her tightly.

“I agree! You stay here! And no objections!” Yuda nodded. “We have a guest room where you can make yourself comfortable. Doctor Omona’s apartment is tiny, and we have plenty of space here.”

Ir was so grateful that she could not find the right words, constantly fumbling and shifting from one language to another, then involving the third. An astonishing trust, unreasoned and held on a good word, arose between the women. An inexplicable confidence enveloped Ir that no meanness or treachery was to be expected. And her gut also told her that Ngel and Yuda would soon become her closest people, not counting, of course, the little person growing inside her every day.




After staying with her friends for one night, she ended up moving in with them permanently. They gave Ir a room and helped her set it up for the baby’s arrival. POKOY trials were going so well that a few months later, Doctor Rovip’s team prepared for the official launch of their drug.

That day, Ir woke up unsettled. It wasn’t just that she was about to attend POKOY public screening, but that she was already heavily pregnant, only a few days from her due date.

“Don’t worry!” Ngel hugged her at the door. “Everything is going to be fine!”

“I hope so!” Ir smiled.

She decided to save time and take public transportation instead of the usual hydromobile. People were friendly, the sky was clear, and Noom made everyone enjoy the summer warmth. Ir got off at the stop in front of the institute and looked around at the majestic building.

It looked like a house that had been built into the forest, anchoring the classrooms at different levels between the trees. The walls, floors, and ceilings of almost all the rooms were transparent, making it seem as if the people and brightly colored pieces of furniture inside were hanging in the air.

The main auditorium of the institute. Hundreds of pairs of eyes of the most educated, intelligent, and successful doctors in the darkened audience eagerly and tirelessly stared at the stage, brightly lit by dozens of spotlights. Several attendees behind the curtains were shifting excitedly, anticipating the most remarkable event for medical minds. Ir glanced at Langie, who stood next to her. Even she could not contain her emotions at that moment and was shivering.

“Finally, the day has come when we can show you the cure for TOSKA-8!” said a male voice, eliciting a round of applause from those present.

The subject had already taken the chair and was preparing to change himself forever. Doctor Rovip, having finished his speech, walked over to the examinee to hook up the sensors himself. He bent heavily. The exoskeleton did its job and steadfastly bore the load. The observers felt awkward, but no one dared look away or offer help, lest they embarrass the man of the hour. Having dealt with the last component by inserting the needle and attaching the suction cup to the body, Doctor Rovip stepped aside and nodded.

At his command, the bright liquid ran through thin tubes toward the patient, who fidgeted, making no secret of his anxiety. The drug, reaching the subject, caused him to shudder and shriek. The man mellowed as soon as all the tubes were filled with the glowing solution. A colossal number three lit up behind him.

“Up to this moment”—Doctor Rovip pointed to the projection—“this was the POKOY drug duration record. But today, we’ll witness a man healed once and for all!”

The glow from the tubes faded, and the doctor disconnected the attachments, again taking a fair amount of time to do so. The scientist clapped his hands loudly, and the subject perked up and smiled as if awakened from a dream.

“How do you feel?” Doctor Rovip leaned toward the patient.

“I am well! I am perfectly healthy!” He threw his arms out to his sides.

The hall erupted in applause in honor of the great creator and his team. It was a complete success, and the celebration and recognition flowed from the auditorium to the institute lobby, where a Rhea member of parliament announced the launch of the public program in which foreigners receiving Rhea residency would be eligible to get rid of the disease previously considered incurable free of charge.

“Can I walk you home again today?” Radiant Bast turned to Ir after the banquet, as she headed for the exit. He had lately shown an undisguised affection for her.

“Yes, of course.” She rewarded him with a shy smile.

At first, she thought it was a little weird that a young man was interested in a woman soon to become a mother, but he was so hilarious and entertaining to spend time with, that she stopped winding herself up, finally lowered her defenses and decided to give in to the moment.

After all, she wasn’t looking for a father for her daughter (she had known for two months now that she was carrying a sweet little girl in her belly who reminded her of Stan by her misplaced pokes in her sides and back, her nightly wakes and constant hiccups), she knew that her love for her child was growing stronger every day, and the baby wouldn’t ever think of not being loved enough.

Ir wanted a simple and honest man with an open heart who would respect her, support her, and one day make her feel desired. Bast, with his endless jokes, funny stories, and crowds of friends, fit in well with the fictitious image of the ideal partner. She thought his dominant trait was courage. And that was precisely the cherished quality that Stan lacked.

“Maybe we could take a walk?” Ir asked. “It’s good for me.”

“Of course!”

“I can’t believe that today the project went live, and the first citizens got their doses of POKOY. Can you imagine that? We helped people!”

“I know! My head is spinning! The entire Rhea is now talking about us, and pretty soon the rest of the world as well! Are you planning on taking it yourself?”

“I can’t yet, you know. But as soon as I get my papers, I’ll be first in line. I like the fact that they gave people a choice. It’s up to each immigrant to decide if they want to keep tender memories.”

“I think this procedure should become mandatory. If you leave for good, be prepared to live by the rules of the planet that sheltered you.”

“What about freedom?”

“Rhea has been giving people too much freedom lately. And there’s a new wave of feminism coming. Instead of being grateful for letting women become more independent, they started attacking men.”

“Wait, I’m not quite sure where you’re going with this.” Ir turned to him, carefully trying to probe Bast’s honest thoughts on the subject, whether they were actual beliefs or just silly things he had said out loud.

“What part of it didn’t you get?”

“Sounds like you’re blaming women, as if we are the root of all evil.”

“That’s the case. Right now, there’s no less protected living thing in all of Noom than a man from Rhea or Sev,” said Bast.

“You’re kidding, right?” Ir’s face fell, her eyes bulged, and even her goggles felt tense and ready to burst in outrage. “How dare you talk like that? Have you ever been to Neoar? Do you know that a woman there is equated to a commodity that any willing man can use to satisfy his own needs?”

“You’re going to extremes, and that’s not what I mean at all.”

“You know, if I heard all that nonsense from a Grad citizen who was taught from childhood that boys are more important than girls, I’d try to make excuses for him. But you! You’re a man of the free planet!”

“I will not justify myself to you.”

“You must be one of them who thinks that a woman shouldn’t have more than one partner, who calls such young ladies fallen, but men just like them—machos?”

“Is that what you’re telling me? Have you looked in the mirror?” He pointed to Ir’s belly.

“I don’t want to see you!” Ir, resisting the urge to slap him on the warm ruddy cheek, quickened her pace.

“Why? Did I hit a sore spot?” He could not calm down, catching up with her.

“Leave me alone!” Ir took off running.

“You’re all the same!” Bast chased her, trying to grab her on the fly, but stretched out too much and pushed her to the ground.

Ir, unable to keep her footing under such force, flopped forward, putting her hands out in front of her stomach, trying to protect the treasure inside her from the impact. Her palms and knees stung, and little crumbs from the road surface tore the skin and penetrated inside. Her body disobeyed. She lost her balance and fell sideways, banging her head hard against the sidewalk. Everything ached. Her head felt swollen from the rush of blood, and her vision went black.

Ir woke up from the acrid smell that attacked her nose. She tried to move her head to get rid of it. There was a buzz of human voices in her ears, but she couldn’t make out any words because of the prolonged blackout. A face in a mask and a medical cap emerged before her eyes. The person shined the flashlight into her pupils and distinctly asked her a question to see if she could perceive the information. “Ir! The fall and fainting triggered the birth. The baby is healthy, so now we’re going to have surgery to get it out. Can you hear me?”

Ir nodded. She tried to lift her head to look around but immediately felt someone push her firmly by the shoulder back onto the bed. The doctor gently pulled a mask with a tube over her; the first breath hit her nose with oxygen. It suddenly felt incredibly fresh and light, and her head got slightly clearer. Ir looked up and saw that Yuda was clutching at her shoulder, looking perfectly calm from the outside, but the force with which she was squeezing it reflected her worries.

“It’s going to be alright, Ir! Everything will be alright!” Yuda reassured her friend and herself. “The baby is fine, too! Do not worry!”

Twenty to thirty minutes later, the operating room was split by a loud child’s cry. Ir could not hold back her tears. They put the tiny baby on her chest. She immediately began to fidget and stir her arms and legs. The adorable, shrunken little girl, with small squinted eyes that couldn’t open because the light was too bright, with transparent skin that showed every vessel, with white oozes stuck on her, was the most beautiful miracle in the universe.

“How beautiful you are! And how much you look like your father!” Ir whispered in her ear, and the baby, hearing her mother’s voice, slid across her chest, clinging to her dear one and listening to the heartbeat that had accompanied her all her life in the womb.

“Do you have a name for her?” Yuda asked.

“Kenir. After the man to whom I owe my life.”

A few days later they were discharged home. With the beloved child in her arms, Ir smilingly walked into the apartment, where Yuda and Ngel were waiting for them. What more could I wish for? There were wonderful people beside her who had become her real family. She had a home, a job she loved, and the only thing missing was the one person, the thought of whom immediately made her sad.

“I put Kenir to bed,” Ir said, returning to the living room, where the friends stretched out on the couch, talking quietly.

“How is yourself, Ir?” Ngel asked.

“I’m fine, quite all right.”

“Bast has already been found and charged. They won’t just leave the case. He will not only be punished but also expelled from the institute.”

“Who would’ve thought he’d be like that…”

“How did it all start? Why did he push you?” Ngel asked cautiously.

“He suddenly started painting me nonsense about women. That we have way too many rights…”

The two howled in unison, and Ir tried to calm their fervor and waved her hands.

“I wondered why he was telling me that. And the only reason that occurred to me was that I was a foreigner and from Grad. Well, I mean… If he’d said that to anyone born on Rhea, he’d have been ashamed of himself. But I’m an immigrant, and that means he can be more relaxed with me because I either don’t know the laws or will be afraid to tell on a Rhean citizen.”

“I know what you mean,” Ngel said. “I’ve dealt with it many times before. We, women, are so badly hurt by men on our home planets that, when we can get away, it seems so different in the free world. And in fact, it turns out that most of these very ‘free men’ continue to see us as weak and dependent. And for some reason, instead of standing up for ourselves, we are so scared of going back that we allow them to be treated more harshly than we were back home.”

“I wonder if, after taking the TOSKA-8 remedy, I’ll ever be able to feel at home here?” Ir whispered.

“I’ve been living here for so many years, and I still don’t feel like a true citizen,” said Yuda. “And it’s not because the authorities or the locals create barriers to it. It’s more about me. It’s very hard to stop associating yourself with the home planet, especially when you have the name of it written all over your face. Since childhood, you’re always taught to love a certain thing, and then it’s deeply ingrained in your mind. And years later, many ideals come crashing down when you see the world with your own eyes, not through the prism of your parents and the society that surrounds you. That is why there is a confrontation between the past—childhood, and the present—adulthood. A clash of imposed and gained ideals. As a result, I’m no longer a Grad person, but I’m still not a Rhean. I adore Rhea! For my quiet life, for the opportunities, for Ngel I met here, but I don’t know if there will be a moment when I feel like a Rhean for real.”

“Won’t you be treated for homesickness?” Ngel asked.

“I’m afraid,” said Yuda. “If something goes wrong, I would not want to plunge back into chaos after I have found peace.”

“Ir, I need to tell you something,” Ngel said. “I don’t know how to give bad news or choose the right moment for it. I’m not a doctor and wasn’t taught to do that.”

“What happened?”

“Remember when you asked me to find out about your relatives from Grad? Today a friend of mine, Mik, finally got the information.”

Ir sank back in her chair, hugged herself tightly, and held her breath, braced for the devastating news.

“Your parents are alright. They work in the mine, they weren’t harmed,” Ngel said.

“And Stan?”

“Stan’s all right, too. Peall. He serves the Emperor faithfully. But… Nane. Your friend from law enforcement… She’s gone. She was found murdered shortly after you left the planet. And next to her body, they wrote in blood, ‘We don’t shoot our own kind.’”
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“Now I’ll show them what it means not to respect Grad!” The Emperor slammed his fist on the table with all his strength, causing the rulins present in his chambers to shudder and silently swallow the void with parched mouths. One of them even jumped involuntarily, which brought invisible smiles from the rest.

An enormous army was being assembled on Grad. Not that the Emperor doubted his people’s abilities, but this time he decided to prepare in a way that would allow him to deploy reserves in advance so he wouldn’t have to retreat again. The first raid on Neoar was a good lesson for himself and the other rulers in the Noom system.

Too impudent and unscrupulous to admit defeat, the Grad Emperor did not withdraw the spaceships a single step from Neoar orbit, hoping to sow panic and divide the nations into friends and foes. To his greatest surprise, more and more planets joined the second grouping, reducing the number of doubters exponentially.

The siege of Neoar had already lasted several weeks. It would be more accurate to say that it was not a siege at all, but rather a blockade of its ports. No spaceships were allowed to take off from Neoar or land on it. After several tragic attempts to break through, they stopped trying altogether and were willing to make any concessions to get to the negotiating table.

Sev and Rhea, in tandem with the other influential planets, tried to resolve the issue quietly, without leaving the poor victim in the lurch, while not taking any active action against Grad. Their commodity dependence and the fear of getting some for aiding were elevated to the highest degree and continually reinforced by the dishonest Emperor. All realized that the problem had to be solved urgently, that Neoar was a major source of food for many poor planets, as about one-third of food crops in the Noom system were grown on its vast expanse.

Isolation of the principal supplier in the market loomed over the world food crisis and mass migrations, which no economy-leading planet wanted. The situation gradually dragged on, people’s discontent rose, and the ruling elites were reluctant to take responsibility lest they undermine their popularity.

But everything changed overnight. What Grad had been doing lately finally bore fruit. The Emperor rejoiced and celebrated his not-yet accomplished, but sure victory. His scientists had succeeded in doing what other Noom researchers had failed. They had discovered how to catch, keep and use the incredible power (several thousand times greater than human energy) of thunderstorms. Having mastered the elements, the Emperor of Grad felt on an equal footing with Perfes, and he did not care at all that the technology had been invented by scientists, the tests had come at the cost of one burnt rig, and countless lives had been lost in the process. Their names faded into nothingness and would be forever forgotten. At the same time, only he, the great Emperor of Grad, would go down in the history of the planet, in the history of all Noom.

There was no time to delay. Some spies from unfriendly planets could soon learn about the new secret weapon and disrupt the upcoming operation. Of course, with such power, one could not worry about an attack from the outside, but the Emperor did not want to be defensive, because, to him, it was a symbol of weakness. He dreamed of how his warriors would rise up and, smashing everything in their path, destroy the disloyal Neoar, bombard the shield, and tuck the weaklings under Grad, and after that, he, the Emperor, would now be called the ruler of two planets.

Giant transport starships, re-equipped to carry super-heavy cargoes, were fitted with condensers for storage and machinery for transforming thunder energy. Old, smaller shuttles were rebuilt specifically for military use. In these, most of the space was given over to complex converters and batteries, and the design allowed only one seat for the pilot. In the event of an emergency or a crash, crew losses would be minimal, and the equipment would self-destruct so as not to fall into the hands of an enemy.

The armada of ships advanced from the stations. The Grads, who cheered and bid their heroes farewell, whirled after them and hailed Perfes, the great warriors, and their irreplaceable Emperor. Such a swarm of machines could not pass unnoticed by satellites from all corners of the system, so as soon as the army squeezed through the atmosphere, the Emperor disabled all external communications, leaving only the ability to coordinate the rulins.

Upon reaching their destination and receiving permission from the commander-in-chief, the first small shuttles with lethal weapons plunged into the outlandish environment. They pierced through the upper layers with ease and came close to the protective field. Just a few hits were enough to turn the once-dense shield into a sieve. Smoke billowed in every direction, and the smell of burning engulfed the planet.

As expected, the inhuman defenders of Neoar immediately rushed to meet them. The Grad engineers, who had taken their pains after the failed operation, upgraded the spaceships, which now could outpace their Rhean rivals. The warriors soon eliminated their adversaries and destroyed everything in their path. The triumphant Emperor relished every hit, every blown object, and every fallen tree. Now, no one dares underestimate Grad and me! I will conquer all. I will make those obnoxious slackers reckon with me! I am God! He reveled in himself.

When the charges of the first group of fighters were emptied, they rose high into the sky, giving the terrified Neoarese a drop of hope that the horror was over. The Emperor commanded to continue, and doing so, he thought, was necessary until the rulers of Sev and Rhea had personally contacted him, counting on his benevolence. Therefore, the killer spaceplanes returned a few neoarohours later and began to inflict more and more fierce blows, clearing a place for convenient parking and infantry landing.




Ir saw a crowd in the clinic hallway. The medics were discussing something loudly. She stepped closer and stood on tiptoe, trying to see what was going on above their heads. Doctor Omona was standing in the center of the circle, holding a communicator, trying to calm the shouting.

“What’s going on?” Ir asked a man beside her.

“After what Grad did to Neoar yesterday, Rhea is organizing a rescue team to get at least some victims off the planet.”

“Are they recruiting volunteers?”

“Yes. The Rhean authorities have just received permission to send medical aid. They’ve arranged with the Grad Emperor to allow four spaceships through.”

Ir’s insides turned upside down. They’re letting us help people, so all is not lost. Grads have a chance to get out of this mess by staying human, she thought. Her embarrassment kept her awake. She felt that a flight to Neoar might spare her excruciating suffering, and the possibility of saving lives seemed a luring attempt to atone for the mistakes of her compatriots.

Ir elbowed people, trying to get through to Doctor Omona. When the doctor saw her face, she shook her head negatively, put her hand on Ir’s shoulder, and shouted, “Don’t you dare! I won’t let you go!”

“Doctor Omona! Xa! I have to!”

“Stop talking nonsense!” She made a cutting motion with her hand.

“You know why I’m doing this! Your insides are boiling, just like mine! This guilt…” Ir tried to hold back her tears.

“You shouldn’t have guilt. You don’t kill people. You’re saving them.”

“I shouldn’t have it, but I do, and I can’t get rid of it…”

Xa knew exactly what Ir was talking about. When you see your kindred slaughtering people, and you do nothing to stop it, a hole forms inside. As a doctor, she knew that this feeling was forced and had nothing to do with reality, but as a human being, she had nothing to say against it.

“You have a little daughter at home who just turned six rheamonths old. How will you fly?”

“Ngel will take care of Kenir. It’s only a couple of rheadays.”

“Ir, I strongly object!”

“Doctor Omona, you know Grads as well as I do! They always change the rules of the game. It would be better to send in doctors with Grad background. It’s safer than sending someone else.”

Xa strained her face. There was a sound idea in Ir’s words. Wouldn’t it really be better to assemble a group with an abundance of Grads among them? she thought.

Ir saw she had planted a seed of doubt in the doctor’s mind. “I’m right, aren’t I? It would allow us to help more people! You choose the ones who speak Neoarese, and I speak it, too.”

“Doctor Omona, I think Ir is making a logical point,” said Yuda. “We should have several Grad physicians in each spacecraft.”

The doctor agreed. A team of volunteers moved out into the prepared spaceships. They were medical shuttles. Ir was assigned to the group, along with Yuda. The two walked hand in hand and kept silent. Who knew what might have crossed the mind of the Grad Emperor at that time? He might have been getting ready to turn the warships in the opposite direction and shoot the humanitarian mission, leaving no chance for the people to be saved.

“I must convey to you the order of the Rhean government,” said Doctor Omona before they boarded. “The Neoarese will prepare mineral mixtures for us in barrels, and we must take them with us. We also have to get all the children with chronic illnesses out. If we don’t help them now, the little ones will have no chance of survival. Consider this your primary goal.”

The doctors entered the shuttle, a small spacecraft with three passenger floors. The seats were arranged in a circle, and the center was the place for medical equipment: all kinds of breathing apparatus, surgical instruments, and special capsules for transporting patients. There were no windows all around, and dim light inside gave Ir some peace of mind.

The medical shuttle could reach very high speeds in a short time and get from Rhea to Neoar in just over two instead of six sevohours. Because of this, the human body experienced an overload. To make the flight manageable, all passengers had to take medication, put on special helmets with oxygen supply, the seats changed their position from upright to horizontal, and the straps holding the torso in place worked like a vise, holding back the outflow of blood. Ir sat in the seat, swallowed the stimulant capsule, lowered the straps, quickly buckled up, and checked on Yuda. She was shaking her leg nervously.

“I can’t stop thinking about Sani. I hope he’s all right,” Yuda said, catching Ir’s gaze.

“Everything will be fine!” Ir nodded several times and took her friend by the hand.

The engines turned on, the ship shook, and the countdown began. The spacecraft lifted off the ground and headed upward, followed by three more shuttles with rescuers.

They hovered motionless for a moment on the Neoar’s approach. Doctor Omona’s nervous voice echoed through the headphones. “Attention, everyone! We have been cleared to enter Neoar airspace. The spaceships will land on different parts of the planet. Once we are outside of them, we will not be able to maintain contact. The Emperor of Grad has imposed new conditions. Under his requirements, only Grad physicians are allowed to leave the cabins. I repeat, only Grad physicians are allowed to leave the ships’ cabins! Therefore, your task is to bring the critically wounded Neoarese aboard, and the rest of the group will assist there. We’ve been given a nominal gradohour, that’s thirty-five rheahours. After that, we will have to leave Neoar. Each group may take no more than ten casualties with them. Prepare for landing.”

Ir and Yuda looked at each other.

“It’s like you saw this coming!” said Yuda over the noise of the engines going into landing mode.

“They’re Grads! It’s been too long since you were home! Rules are meant to be broken all the time! Otherwise, life is boring!”

The ship went upright and shook; the engines ran at full power, a powerful jolt followed, the lights blinked, and the ventilation system hissed and whistled.

“We landed,” said Yuda.

Doctor Omona made an announcement over the onboard intercom. “All teams stand by! Grads, take the necessities and stand by the exit. The rest of you gather in the center. After the doors open, the Grad military will enter the cabin and inspect the ships. Please act calmly. After the inspection, we can go outside.”

The medics followed their commander’s orders unquestioningly. They had a noble mission, and everyone here was aware of the area and the weight of responsibility. There was a loud knock on the outside of the hull. The ship’s operator unlocked the door. It slowly lowered, and the light hit the interior. Ir saw three people enter the shuttle. Judging by their figures, they were two men and one woman, dressed in Grad military uniforms with patches in the shape of a swirl, the symbol of Perfes. Each had small blasters strapped to their hips and long rifles in their hands.

“Hands up!” said one of the military men in Gradish.

Ir and Yuda raised their hands, and the rest of the team followed suit. The three fighters searched the medics, climbed into every crate, and turned over every pouch of the spacecraft. Having first examined the doctors standing in the center, they approached the Grads and repeated this process with them. After making sure there was nothing illegal on the ship, the chief among the combatants said into the microphone, “We’re clear! We are letting them go!” After getting the answer, he added to his fellow soldiers, “They ordered to let them through.”

The medics took a step forward, realizing that every minute could cost the casualties lives, and that right now, during the downtime, they were losing people by the dozens.

“Freeze!” said the second soldier when he saw the movement. He walked over to Ir and Yuda, furrowed his brow, curled his lips, and said, “Are you sure you’re Grads?”

“Avi, why are you picking on them? Can’t you see for yourself?” the female warrior asked.

“We’ll see if they’re true Grads!” He chuckled and turned to Ir and Yuda. “Let’s make sure all of Neoar hears it! GLORY TO THE EMPEROR!”

“Glory to the great warriors of Grad!” they said quietly.

“No, that will not do! I don’t believe you, try again. GLORY TO THE EMPEROR!”

The two looked at each other. Yuda’s lip corner trembled. Ir barely nodded to her. We must do this for the people!

“GLORY TO THE GREAT WARRIORS OF GRAD!” They shouted so loudly that they cramped their ligaments.

“You may go now.” He smirked, stepped aside and pointed to the open doorway.

They rushed outside and ran as fast as they could toward the shore. With every step they took, the silt bridge jingled and clattered and vibrated, accompanied by the angry chuckle of the troops who stayed behind to guard the ship. On the other side of the endless passage, several Neoarese were waiting for them, fussing in the hope of help.

“Where are the most serious?” Ir yelled at locals in their language as soon as her foot touched the sand.

“Follow me!” One man waved in the direction they needed to go.

They wove their way through the trees and the foliage until they arrived at a small house set slightly low in the ground. A pair of Grad warriors were on guard at the door, and when they saw the approaching silhouettes, they immediately raised their guns and pointed their muzzles at the strangers.

“We are the Rhea doctors!” Ir shouted forcefully and loudly. “Put the guns away!”

The soldiers obeyed, and the medics, accompanied by the Neoarese man, stepped inside. The stench of caked blood hung in the air, and people begged for help. Yuda immediately dropped to the floor, opened her medicine case, and began treating wounds. Ir followed her guide. He led her to a room that was packed with children. She could barely contain her tears. It must not be like this!

“Get all the children to the shuttle! Now! Can we get a vehicle up here?” asked Ir.

“Yes, doctor!”

“Then get the vehicle here quickly! And the adults carry those who can’t fit in.”

“Do it now!” said the Neoarese man to his fellow villagers nearby.

Ir walked over to a girl on the bench, her arm hanging down and her body unresponsive to touch. Taking a special herbal mixture from her briefcase, Ir rubbed it in her hands and held it up to the little girl’s nose. She squeezed her eyes shut and began to move slowly. Ir could see the Neoarese man squatting down beside her, pretending to have dropped some object and looking for it on the floor.

“Doctor!” he whispered. “Doctor, don’t turn around! I have something to tell you! Nod if you understand.”

Ir lowered her chin slightly and continued to treat the girl’s wounds, applying a healing bandage to the deep cuts, which could disinfect the wound, pull out the splinters, stop the bleeding, and start the healing in minutes.

“Over there in the corner sits a boy with long hair, wearing a purple suit, just like the rest of the boys. That’s the son of one of the alyipis. He is dressed in slave clothes on purpose, to give him a chance to get out alive. Please! The boy has a cardiac defect. Save him! Take him to Rhea!”

“Are there any other children with chronic illnesses?”

“No. Just him.”

“And the other alyipis’ children, where are they?”

“Most tried to fly out on drones, but they were shot down, and the rest were executed. We could only hide Adis. Please save the future of Neoar!”

Without raising her head, Ir looked in the direction the man was pointing. At the edge of the couch sat the boy with his hair in a ponytail, about ten neoaroyears old, and with one hand pressed hard on the other, covering the wound.

“I’ll do what I can,” she whispered. “Don’t make it seem like you care about him in front of the warriors. They sense that! Who is his father?”

“Samaa A’Obal. He was tortured to death, but they got the boy on a boat to our kasanduan.”

“What are you two chatting so nicely about?” Ir heard a stern voice behind her, stretching the words in a Grad manner.

“Discussing how we can get the children to the spacecraft.” Ir got to her feet and turned to the warrior.

He looked her over from top to bottom and glanced at the frightened Neoarese. “There’s a vehicle arriving. Are we taking all the children out?”

“Yes!” she said authoritatively.

One by one, they carried the children into the machine. The little ones sat still and dared not make a sound. Ir was shaking and slightly nauseous, but she had to keep her cool. After everyone had been taken to the ship, she followed the guide, who led her into the island’s interior. Ir felt terrified as she walked along the rutted road and dreaded the surrounding images. Fallen trees, birds with ruffled feathers flew past, making scary noises, craters of impact were everywhere, the cabins where ordinary Neoarese lived were partially destroyed, pieces of buildings, malyet, uprooted ealock, and pools of blood everywhere. The garden planet, the dream planet, was in ruins, and her kin was to blame.

On their way, the team encountered lone patrols with armed Grad warriors shouting taunts and curses at them. Never before had Ir felt such intense shame. She walked and kept whispering, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

“It’s all right, dear! They’ll pay for that!” the Neoarese man said.

He led Ir to the palace and, after guiding them through the labyrinths, brought her into a large hall. It was like the refectory in Samaa A’Obal’s palace. The tables had been moved and set vertically along the windows, forming some protection. There was no magic field on the floor, and the once thin, beautiful streams were now a mess of mud, with wooden boards thrown over them. People lay on thin bedpans in long rows, so the medics and their assistants could move between them. Ir noticed that one of the local doctors was looking at her intently. Stepping over the patients, she headed in his direction.

“Are you from Rhea?” he asked in thickly accented Rhean, looking over Ir’s uniform and eyeing her appearance.

“Yes, Chiba. Of all the doctors who flew in, they only let the Grads out. The rest stayed in the spacecraft,” the Neoarese guide answered for her.

“I’m from Rhea, but I speak Neoarese,” said Ir distinctly in the local language.

“Chiba, I told her about the boy. She promised to help!”

The doctor looked at her very incredulously. Ir put her hands to her cheekbones in response, recalling the Neoarese tradition. As soon as she made this gesture, the doctor’s face changed, his tone softened, and his eyes filled with tears.

“There was a doctor on that kasanduan… From Grad. Sani Kiv,” Ir cautiously asked, as she gathered her courage. “Do you know if he is alive?”

“Not one of the Grads was harmed. You don’t shoot at your own kind, do you?”

He led her through the hospital and showed her the patients. Ir decided who needed to be taken to the ship, and who could wait their turn and stay there for now. She went outside. Noom had already dropped below the horizon, and the planet was sinking into darkness. Throwing a glance upward, she felt uneasy. Instead of the usual starry sky, everything was dotted with the lights of overhanging battleships that seemed to be everywhere.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said a young woman in Grad military uniform, watching Ir. “Almost like home!”

“I don’t know… At home, there aren’t thousands of starships hovering over the planet, ready to wipe you out at any moment.”

“Anyway, it’s beautiful!” The servicewoman took a drag on her cigarette.

Ir shuddered at her. The calmness with which she communicated, the proud way she spoke words—she acted as if she owned this planet.

“You better stop smoking zyfra. It destroys your brain and changes your perception of things.”

“You are not the one to tell me what to do, traitor,” said the Grad soldier.

“I work in a hospital and I have seen what zyfra does to people.”

“If you’re a doctor, would you be so kind as to tell me what it is?” She pulled up her shirt. There were faint circles on her stomach near her liver.

“How long have you had it?”

“Since yesterday. I still get cramps.” The warrior’s tone changed.

“What is your name?”

“Izal Bara.”

Ir hadn’t expected that one. Izal was the granddaughter of the old folks who had sheltered her after the explosion of Ligon. Without thinking, Ir dropped to her knees and crawled nervously over the grass. The soldier looked at her with a raised eyebrow, then she suddenly collapsed on her back and convulsed.

“Where are they? Where?” Ir asked herself aloud.

At last, she saw a small branch with little blue buds sticking out on all four sides. Pulling them off in one motion, Ir jumped up to the soldier, squeezed the thickened petals, causing them to burst, and pushed them into Izal’s mouth, helping her chew the medicine. Almost immediately, she got better.

“What was that?”

“You’ve been hit by energy bullets. They damage your nervous system, and if you don’t start getting the antidote, you will die soon. Here are these little blue flowers, they’re called miniks, take them five times a day for about a week. You’ll be fine. There are plenty of them around here. They usually grow along the roads.”

“Thank you!” she said somewhat awkwardly.

“Say thanks to your grandfather. He saved my life once!”

Ir jumped into the front seat of an off-road vehicle, and they drove off. It was pitch black all around; only the lights on the machine slightly lit the path. Cutting through the darkness, the team raced to the lifeboat—the spacecraft on the shore. Stopping in the sand near the bridge entrance, Ir climbed out of the vehicle and told the others to wait for her.

The spacecraft was illuminated by small white lights, and a red strobe light on the prow looked creepy in the dark. Night insects flocked to its bright light and crashed against the malyet. The wind was mild, but it blew little water droplets off the sea, making her skin feel chilly. Ir adjusted her medical uniform and approached the entrance. The guard had changed, and she was met by three new Grad soldiers.

“I’ve brought in more patients.”

“Should I congratulate you on that, or what?” said one of the men.

“Help me carry them to the spacecraft. Some can’t move.”

“No.”

“Then let my colleagues go outside and help! It’s only a hundred makzhyuns to the shore. No one will go beyond the bridge. I will see to it!”

“Well, if it’s only a hundred makzhyuns, they’ll somehow make it on their own. No one but Grads may go ashore!” he yelled. “I’ve got orders to shoot to kill if anyone makes a move.”

“Shwa!”16

“What? What did you say?” The soldier thrust his weapon forward and jammed it into her chest. “I didn’t catch that.”

“Shame,” Ir said in an icy voice. “Pity that you won’t help.”

She exhaled heavily. How can you remain monsters when people suffer before your eyes?

Ir helped transport the casualties to her mobile hospital. Some had to be dragged on her back, and some had to be supported. The three military men leaned against the side, enjoying the view, commenting and taunting her.

Inside, all the lights were on, and the generators were running at full power, providing energy to the medical devices. The air was stale, the number of people on board made the exhausts fail, and the humidity aggravated the situation. The same atmosphere was on all floors: people were lying, sitting, standing, taking up all the available space on the ship. Some even positioned themselves on the spiral staircase and in the cockpit.

To the palace, a few hours there, the ride to the ship, an hour here, and then back again. Back and forth, back and forth. Ir’s head was spinning, but she tried to hold on. Her body was getting weak, and it took an effort to get it to comply. It was dawn, and Noom swept toward the zenith. Its rays heated the air, raising the temperature and hindering people from working. The unaccustomed heat made the Grad warriors hide in the shadows. They peered through the trees, trying to fight fatigue and dizziness, and did not interfere with Ir’s work.

The day was drawing to a close. As she made another trip between the palace and the ship, Ir could barely hold on, trying not to fall into a deep sleep. After two neoarodays she had learned this route by heart and knew every bump and turn, sometimes letting herself black out for a moment or two, but always re-awakening to stay alert.

There was a terrible roar and gunfire. A large animal ran in front of the vehicle, jumped from one side of the road to another, and disappeared into the jungle.

“Doctor! Something happened out there! It looks like a machine flipped over!” The driver pointed to the side of the road on the right.

Ir tried to get a better look at what was going on there. In the blackness, there were several figures and a vehicle that had drifted off the road. They saw four military men huddled over their comrade as they got closer. One of them spotted the headlights and jumped onto the road, waving his hands and shouting for the driver to pull over.

“Stop! Stop!” he said in Gradish.

“Slow down, but don’t stop,” said Ir.

She stood up, stretched forward over the windshield, and yelled with all her might, “What happened?”

“We were attacked by a beast. A bright yellow one! It jumped out of nowhere, dragged one of the guys down, and bit his leg. What shall we do?”

“Suck it out!” she said.

“What?”

“Suck the venom out! He was bitten by an asa, and his teeth are poisonous.”

‘Asa, asa, asa…’ hissed the patients in the back rows of the vehicle.

Ir jumped out of the car on the move and sprang up to the injured man lying on the ground. Briskly she cut through his pant leg with her knife, pressed down on his calf as hard as she could, and leaned her lips against it, trying to extract the poison that was spreading lightning-fast through the soldier’s body.

“Now take him to your men. Get some antiseptic or alcohol, or whatever you’ve got… He should be fine!” Ir ran back to the vehicle.

“Thank you!” said one fighter. “Glory to the Emperor!”

Glory to the great warriors of Grad! sounded mechanically in her head, but she did not say a word aloud. Ir hated these warriors who had overrun the islands of Neoar, for maiming hundreds of people, for ruining normal life, for thinking they were all-powerful. But for all that, she could not refuse to help any of them. Being a doctor meant helping people regardless of their views, beliefs, faith, or morals. A sense of compassion is greater than hatred. I won’t become as callous as they are, she thought.

Yuda noticed Ir enter the ship and waved at her to come up to the radio room.

“Doctor Omona’s on the line. She made arrangements with the Grad Emperor that if we leave right now, he’ll let us take more people. Not ten per ship, but twenty.”

“And the others? There are a lot more who need help here,” said Ir.

“I know, but we’ll have to leave them here. Doctor Omona will try to arrange another mission.”

“Something tells me it won’t happen…”

“Are you bringing these with you?” One of the military men cut the conversation short, peering at the group of Neoarese.

“Yes! We can take twenty people away with us.”

He strode through the floors and carefully inspected the sick and the barrels of mineral salts, sniffing and tasting each one. The patients were shaking and twitching at his every movement. The soldier stopped in front of a boy sitting quietly between the beds.

“What about this one? He’s not in the capsule, so he doesn’t need urgent care.” He pointed to frightened Adis. With tear-filled eyes, the boy looked pitifully at Ir, and there was so much sadness and hope that she could barely keep from bursting into tears herself.

“He has a cardiac defect.”

“Is that it? He won’t go with you, then.”

Ir recalled the old advice of the secret service officer who had taught her how to lie skillfully. She got into a relaxed pose and said as if she didn’t care, “He has to be examined on Rhea, or the boy won’t survive. But what is it for you personally? You’ve crippled dozens like him. If you won’t let us take the kid, there’s a crowd outside. Pick any of them. I agree to the exchange. Only when the boy dies, his death will be on your conscience.”

The man furrowed his brow.

“All right, let him fly. I don’t care.” He waved a hand and turned to his men. “All clear! They’re good to go.”

The troops left, the doors closed, and the medical staff bustled about, making ready for takeoff: strapping passengers in, securing equipment, and fixing everything in order. As soon as the spacecraft passed through Grad air support and was safe, Ir heard a familiar voice. “Ir! Were you able to pick up the incurable children?” Doctor Omona whispered nervously into the radio.

“One boy with a cardiac defect.”

“One? Well done!” Xa was lifted in spirits.

The flight back seemed endless, as it was strictly forbidden to pick up super-speed with the sick on board. Taking turns on the watch for several hours at a time, the exhausted workers dreamed of nothing more than being back home.

Ir’s ship was the last in line to land, so when the doors opened, several medical teams were waiting outside, ready to take over from their worn-out colleagues. Doctor Omona came aboard with the first group. Having noticed Ir, she shouted over the cabin buzz, “Where is that child?”

“Which one?” Ir responded through a veil of fatigue.

“The one with the cardiac defect. Where is he?”

“Over there, with a ponytail. Why do you need him?”

Doctor Omona signaled to one man carrying the barrels of salt, and he led the boy away.

“Ir, shall we go home?” asked Yuda.

“You go alone. I must talk to Xa now. I’ll see you at home!” Ir waved her hand and ran after the disappearing woman down the corridor.

“Doctor Omona, wait!” said Ir.

“Ir, you’re tired. Go home to your daughter.”

“I will, but first I need to ask you a question. What’s all the fuss about the kid? Is it because he is a son of an alyipi?”

“How do you know?” Xa twitched but immediately stopped herself. “It is an order from the Rhea government, and we must obey it.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me! I’m begging you, tell me the truth!” Ir clenched her fists and squeezed her eyes shut, putting into it all the resentment that had overwhelmed her.

“Ir, you’re sticking your nose in! I’m telling you again, this is the order from above!”

“Why are you acting like this? What’s wrong with these kids?”

“All right, I’ll tell you! Just please leave me alone! You seem to know that alyipis used the technology they called ‘talking to gods.’ It’s actually a stimulation of parts of the brain. The release of energy excited and activated their performance so that the mind processed a lot of information, calculated probable scenarios, and suggested solutions. It became a way of predicting the future. Neoar and Rhea invented this technique quite a long time ago, and for several generations, alyipis regularly resorted to the ‘gift of foresight.’ But about ten years ago, a problem arose—the stimulation has a side effect that is passed on genetically to the descendants of the men who abused the rituals. That boy doesn’t have any cardiac defect, but suffers from a unique condition that doctors have dubbed ‘demigod.’ His body and mind will develop normally until thirty-five rheayears, and then the course will stop. After passing the critical age, patients go insane: some end their lives in terrible agony, trying to stop the pain, while others fall into unconsciousness and lose their complete understanding of the world. Rhea struggles with this disease, trying to discover a cure, but so far, the transformation process cannot be stopped. The poor children suffer and pay for the sins of their fathers.”
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Ir ran up to her hospital laboratory, put her palm on the scanner, and as the doors opened, rushed inside. She thought if she delayed for a moment, everything that was happening would lose its meaning, and the future was only in her hands now. Doctor Rovip, seeing the disheveled woman in an interplanetary medical suit, pursed his lips, grunted softly, stood up, leaned on the edge of his desk, and headed toward the hot water machine. Here, unlike on Grad, there was no need to have pellets or wait for the water to warm up. All it took on Rhea was a light touch of a finger, and one could enjoy any hot beverage.

“Doctor Rovip! This is an emergency! We must talk!” Ir walked over to the table and pounded her palms on it. As if not paying any attention to his guest, the doctor continued to move slowly around the office and deal with the infusion preparation.

“If it is so necessary, let’s talk,” he said in a poised tone and placed two bowls on the table.

“What is it?” she asked irritably and peered inside.

“Yachinuck. Helps to calm the nerves.” He sat down in his chair, trying to strike a comfortable pose.

“I learned about the children of Neoar! About their disease. It has to do with brain stimulation, right?”

“Quite right.” Doctor Rovip nodded, took a sip of the hot drink and smacked his lips.

“But we used this method to treat TOSKA-8! This must be stopped immediately! We’ll cripple people! And how many have already suffered because of us?”

“We’ve truly screwed up and will keep screwing up many lives, but that’s absolutely not the reason for this.”

“I don’t understand! What do you mean?” Ir leaned back in her chair.

“You remember the other day you asked me if we could harvest energy from humans other than Neoarese?”

“You said we could. Was that not true?”

“No, no! It’s true. You can gather it from anyone you like, but you can’t stimulate everyone in an indiscriminate way. Only a Neoarese brain can withstand a lot of exposure, and that, as it turned out, is not without consequences for their own kind. I told them it was necessary to limit their ‘conversations with the gods,’ but no one would listen to me. Imagine how difficult it is to refrain, when you know you can see the future at any moment, and also feel like the most enlightened person in the system! This finding became their punishment and a drug that was impossible to give up.”

“Why did we use POKOY then, if we knew in advance about the negative consequences?”

“Because nothing would happen to the subject in two or three exposures.”

“Again, I don’t understand. If ordinary people don’t need to fear the stimulation, why did you say our medicine would ruin the lives of many?”

“Today, I received the report on how the test subjects are doing. All readings are normal. The method works, no records of regression.”

“But… There are always ‘buts.’”

“Exactly.” Doctor Rovip shook his head. “Our test subjects have changed. Apparently, as the stimulation affected the zones responsible for both positive and negative emotions at once, it transformed their personalities and broke their souls. All the people who underwent the experiment appeared to have lost much of themselves and became nothing more than strangled individuals. They are now lost, easily indoctrinated simpletons who cannot make their own decisions and are willing to follow the voice that shouts louder than the rest. We have ruined the people.”

“Why are you sitting on your hands? Why aren’t you racing to the parliament to stop the trials? They’re about to start the voluntary program!”

“I have already been there. And if I sum up everything I’ve been told, it turns out that such ‘new people’ would be perfect members of Rhea society on whom they could count. This is why information about the ‘research flaws’ must not get out of my office door. The number of people who know about it should approach zero.”

“We can’t toe their line! We must stop this! Why are you so calm?”

“Ir, you’re a wonderful young woman, but you’re so naive! The Grad Emperor allowed you to visit the planet for a reason. He obviously knew that Neoar was full of our drones. It’s logical to assume who’s next on his list. Rhea and Neoar have an agreement on mutually beneficial terms. They helped us build a shield over Rhea and in return, we treat alyipis’ children. Except that you were on Neoar and saw with your own eyes what became of the shield, and what awaits us now…”

Ir twitched at the sound of the siren outside.

“This is it.” Doctor Rovip took another sip of yachinuck.

She flew out of the lab and rushed into the hospital’s main hall. On her way, Ir encountered doctors and patients staring fearfully at each other and did not know what to do. She dialed Yuda.

“Listen.” Ir could barely hear her friend’s voice. “I found out that our project, POKOY, it does terrible things to people. Under no circumstances should you go through this procedure! I’ll explain everything as soon as I get home. Tell Kenir that I love her more than anything!”

“Ir, I don’t get it. Explain it properly! Are you still in the hospital?” Yuda mumbled back, but the connection had already ended.

Ir was in the main hall, where the projection started broadcasting Grad news with translation. “As you may know, recently, our great Emperor made concessions and allowed medical personnel from Rhea to evacuate critically wounded casualties from Neoar. His generosity was absolute! And how did these doctors repay him? Not only did they flee the planet ahead of schedule, abandoning their equipment, and unwilling to help the common people, but they took advantage of the humanitarian mission to retrieve minerals and smuggle weapons onto Neoar in return. Instead of contributing to ending the war and ensuring that as few people as possible died, they decided to supply Neoar with military equipment and aircraft. This is who truly wants to destroy peace in our home system! That is who provokes bloodshed and hostilities! They pretend to be noble and bright healers, while in reality, they break the balance and disrupt the interplanetary peace alliance. What else should we expect of them if they cannot keep their promises? How can the Emperor negotiate with liars? The only thing he can do now is to speak out first before the deceivers take a step to destroy Grad. Glory to the great—”

What Grad has taught me is to watch fewer projections. If you want to know the truth, look out the window, Ir thought.

The picture that opened before her eyes scared her to the bone. Ominous Grad warships loomed over the planet and were constantly rearranging as if they wanted to sow even more terror among the Rheans. The sky seemed weird, and Ir discerned a grid beneath the clouds that cast an unusual shadow over the land’s surface.

A bolt of white lightning flashed across the energy dome, followed by a horrible crunch. The shield cracked. The smoke cleared sideways along the fracture line, and a stench of sourness and burning hit her nose. A siren howled close by. A loudspeaker in the hospital ordered all employees and patients to assemble in the main hall. The noise was unbearable, with people screaming, pleading to the gods, and begging them to stop the attackers.

“We need to get out of here now!” said someone in the crowd.

“In case of dangerous situations, the doors are automatically closed. You heard the alarm. Don’t worry. We are in the safest place in the clinic. It all depends on those outside.” Doctor Rovip stepped up to the elevated spot to calm the masses.

“Aren’t we going to do anything? We’ll get killed!”

“We cannot leave the building,” the doctor said calmly.

A new projection lit up the place. “Breaking News! Grad warriors have just destroyed two hospitals on the planet. Rhea has put all the drones in the air and is trying to defend itself.”

“I can’t just stand idly by!” Ir said. “I have my daughter out there.”

“So, what do you suggest? Go out and surrender?” shouted one of the doctors. “How will you stop your people?” He stained the last words black.

“I… Maybe I’ll talk to them, and they’ll listen to me.” Ir tensed and pursed her lip.

“And why would they listen to you?” said a voice in the back of the hall.

“What do we have to lose?” asked Ir. “You suggest sitting here and waiting till someone remembers us and comes to the rescue?”

“And what exactly are you suggesting?” said the man, leaning against a pillar not far from her.

Ir pondered. She realized there was no way to influence the Emperor of Grad, and even get through to him. Most likely, the ruler was now sitting in the underground palace on his home planet, and from there running the operation, worrying about his existence, but not sparing the lives of his subjects. The only thing on her mind was to affect the warriors themselves, the great warriors of Grad. Hope that she could awaken the human in them. She had to think of something that would provoke them to cease fire, something homely, something that would make them question the devastating order.

“I have an idea.”A crazy plan occurred to her, one that could cost people their lives or turn into a miraculous rescue. “I’ll go up to the roof and try to signal to the warriors that there are civilians here, and they shouldn’t aim at us.”

“What kind of signal is that? What makes you think they’ll obey?” someone in the crowd asked. At that moment, the whole place shook, crumbs fell from the ceiling, and people knelt in fear, covering their heads.

They started bombing. Then we must act immediately! Ir thought. “We have a prayer that glorifies the god of Grad, Perfes, which we are taught from a young age. No Grad person would risk turning against the god of thunder.”

“I believe all Grads must come outside,” said Doctor Omona, who had been standing quietly by and observing the scene. “This is our chance to show everyone that not all Grads are aggressors. Who is with me?”

Behind the doctor, a long line of Grads lined up brave enough to look the warriors in the eye without fear. They slowly made their way through the corridors to the roof in complete silence. There it is, the last staircase, thought Ir. A few steps separated them from chaos and redemption. She remembered Grad, its underground homes, and the hatches that cut off the cold of the street from the inhumane cold of the inhabitants. Do they really want to flatten the entire world and make it like Grad, destroying all beauty and identity? Ir whispered to herself, trying to make sense of what was happening.

Doctor Omona opened the hatch leading to the roof and peeked out. Through the small crack, the sound of the explosion penetrated the space, making her eyes roll back in fright and, passing through her whole body, ended up in her heels.

“Follow me!” The doctor ran outside.

A group of twenty-one people, including doctors and patients, adults and children, followed her.

“Let’s start! Repeat after me!” Ir raised her right hand high up and made circular motions with it—the daily ritual of the end of exercise on the Grad, the praise of God, the symbol of the nation’s unity.

A smaller warship hovered over the hospital, its muzzles protruding from the bottom, ready to unleash projectiles at any second.

“He hesitated!” Ir cheered. “You see? He’s not firing! We did it!”

Silence fell on the ship hanging in the air. The pilot jammed the two red buttons and couldn’t bring himself to release them.

“Why didn’t you fire a volley, peall Stan Hakon? How long are you going to fly around this hospital? You know the order!” a voice said in the pilot’s headphones.

“Vokon, there are Grads! They’re appealing to Perfes!” Stan relaxed his fingers one at a time to abort the firing. “We don’t shoot our own kind. I’m going for a flyby.”

The peall’s heart sank. It seemed to him that Ir was standing there, among the crazy Grads. She was dressed in different clothes, her hair done unlike usual, but a part of his soul insisted that the woman waving her arm most desperately was his beloved.

The spacecraft slowly moved and steered away. The hospital defenders cheered. “We did it! He’s leaving! We’re saved!”

“Peall Hakon, there isn’t a single righteous Grad citizen on this planet.”

“But I do see all those on the roof wearing goggles. They’re our folks!”

“Those who ran away from their home are not ours! If they left, they don’t deserve to be called Grads. True patriots would never abandon their planet! And these are a bunch of traitors. They don’t know how to love their homeland.”

“But, Vokon…”

“Peall, they’ve taken secret weapons from Neoar in medical ships. If we don’t destroy the hospitals, it will spread all over the planet and be used against Grad. And that will be your fault! Trust me, all those trying to talk you out of the attack are instigators. And we, we are the only ones who are your real support and your family! We will never quibble, understate, or deceive our warriors. Fire a salvo, son. They deserve it!”

Stan turned the warship around and pointed it in the required direction.

“No! It’s coming back! Something’s wrong!” Ir twisted her arm as hard as she could.

The ship hovered over the hospital again, and the pilot pushed the buttons one at a time, weakly holding fingers in place. The cockpit display clearly showed what was happening below—the elongated, fear-warped faces pleading his conscience and fighting for life. She’s not there. I just imagined it. Ir went to Sev. Ir went to Sev… He abruptly let go of the clamped triggers.

Ir held her head high up. The bottom of the spacecraft trapped in an infinity pause opened. Inside in the blackness, there was a transparent container. Something glowed brightly in white and blue inside of it. Gradually, the size of the shimmering ball increased, a flash gleamed, the kind she had seen many times in the thunderstorm valley. A loud pop followed. Lightning erupted from shafts pointing down in several directions. Ir closed her eyes, hoping that everything that happened would disappear into oblivion, and when she opened her eyes, she would be safe next to her loved ones. She seemed to fall backward, and from the abyss of consciousness, through the crashing rumble around, came a pleasant, familiar voice.

“Can you imagine if you could save a moment in life, and then—in the future—return to that save point? And if I could choose only one moment, I would prefer this one. This gradoday, this gradohour, this gradosecond,” whispered Stan. He ran his hand down Ir’s blonde hair and gently touched the soft skin of her face, which resembled the petals of naka, an incredible plant with smooth and fragile foliage of the liduan family, that had swarmed the universe but remained a curiosity on Grad.

Ir lay with her eyes closed, eagerly listening to every word of her boyfriend, and drifted into the abyss of sleep when a shiver raced through her body. She twitched and groaned softly. It was one of those sensations when a person on the verge of sinking into sleep suddenly awakened. The teasing consciousness imitated a fall or a jump, causing limbs to shake and cramp, and a clenching of the soul in the solar plexus, comparable to the familiar from childhood feeling of hovering in the air when swinging.

And then—darkness and silence.

“Well done, peall! Accurate hit on target! Go back to base.” Stan heard the words over his earphones through the sound of the exploding building below.

“Affirmative,” he said dryly.

No. It certainly wasn’t her. I would have sensed it! I would have felt it right away if anything had happened to her. And they were traitors, just like vokon said. Now the war will be over, and I will find you, Ir! I will find you, and we will be happy! thought Stan. He increased the speed and climbed high into the sky, cutting through the clouds and abandoning the scene of the tragedy, leaving behind a torn-down hospital which was now a mass grave.

The rounds were fired with impeccable accuracy. Some hit the ceilings, others hit the foundations. In a matter of minutes, the building collapsed completely. The brunt of the blow was on those on the roof. The fire engulfed the building’s skeletal frame fragments and incinerated the thin walls to the ground.

Rhea’s news projection went on. “Today, during the attack carried out by Grad, one of the most violent blasts struck Yeine Central Hospital. Over two hundred people, including patients and medical staff, were there at the time. We learned that right before the hit, a suicide team consisting of Grad natives went to the roof and signaled to their fellow military terrorists where to aim to inflict the most damage. The Rhea government issued an urgent order that all Grad natives temporarily or permanently residing on our planet must either undergo the POKOY procedure or depart Rhea immediately, as it is time to decide whose side they are on and who they will fight for in the war to come.”
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