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Interlude. Helga

WHEN THE BLUE ABYSS of the A-space burst open, releasing the ark ship into the regular world, everyone aboard Helga was dead. 

Everyone except the captain. As outlined in the secret Cosmo Protocols, he wasn’t an ordinary human and could resurrect even after losing his physical body. 

The captain slowly rose from his chair on the bridge, where he had found himself after the jump. The only thing imprinted on his memory was the blue flash of the approaching Edge. A second ago, he had been taking the ark into a safe orbit, trying to outpace the malevolent stranger who had jumped out of the A-space next to the Ring World, but something clearly went south... 

Monitors, indicators, control terminals — everything was dead and dark. The ship’s facilities were offline. The on-duty staff were dead, their corpses lying like broken dolls right at their battle stations. 

“...Cogitor...” His tongue was barely moving inside his mouth. “Skye, can you hear me? Activate! Report...” 

Silence. Was the cogitor’s control core damaged? But that was impossible... 

After smashing the emergency cover, he manually enabled backup power. Some of the terminals switched on, but the navigation equipment went haywire, unable to find reference points and identify spatial coordinates, as if all objects in the Solar System had vanished. External sensors recorded extremely unusual gravitational anomalies. L-Field generators were simply out, and the majority of the ark’s systems couldn’t be located, as if the control circuits were broken. The viewscreen dome, however, came in, first flashing the blizzard of static and then displaying the open space outside. 

Astra fatida! 

He stared at the viewscreen and what crept from afar, filling everything in sight and even more, and couldn’t believe his eyes. What he saw couldn’t exist in nature, but it did, and the awoken sensors of the ark were going crazy upon discovering its existence. 

Unable to pull away from the screen, the captain whispered in shock, “Where in the astra fatida are we?” 


Chapter 1

I WOKE UP ABRUPTLY, as if a switch went off. 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

A howling wail drummed in my ears, alternating with the deep-voiced droning of the alarm system.

My vision was blurry, full of pulsating scarlet lights. The outlines of the objects around me were trembling and hazy. I could only make out being inside a closed space, tightly strapped to a hard foundation. Tangled cables and ridged metal were everywhere: a narrow chute with no place to turn around.

An awakening like that was anything but pleasant. My head was pounding from a splitting headache. The overload pressed the body into the hard floor with enough force to make even breathing difficult. A nasty shrieking vibration was shaking everything, including my body, and I couldn’t tell top from bottom. Nausea swept over me in the very first seconds. Convulsing from spasms, I spotted wide orange belts just inches away. They were fastening me to a narrow cradle-like chair with an augmented reality panel above it, scarlet letters running across the display.

ALARM! ALARM! ALARM!

COGITOR FAILURE! NAVIGATION MODULE MALFUNCTION! AUTOPILOT MALFUNCTION!

EMERGENCY LANDING MODE! MANUAL CONTROLS ACTIVATED!

Status indicators kept winking at each other. The numbers on them were hard to see, but their crimson flashing didn’t bode well. The disturbing sounds of siren weren’t stopping. Emergency mode? Manual controls? Where am I? What the hell is going on? Are we falling somewhere?!

An impact came, sudden and unexpected, incredibly forceful — as if a giant had given the vessel I was inside a running kick. My teeth rattled, the metal screeched, and our trajectory abruptly changed: we were spinning even faster than before! A blinding light and a draft of hot air poured from under my feet. The siren howled and snapped shut. Before I could figure out what was going on, a part of the “chute” above me burst open, I heard a popping sound, and with a bouncy push, my fastened body was thrown outside.

After the soft dim light of the vessel, the brightness of the outside world felt dazzling. Rainbow circles flashed under my eyelids. I might have started screaming as I tumbled through the air, but my uncontrolled flight was cut short by a sharp push upward, followed by a fast, but not free, fall. Before my vision could recover, something blue flickered before my eyes, then gray, and I finally crashed into something of muddy green color. I was fully submerged in it, rapidly sinking into a bitterly cold substance.

Half-dazed and fully disoriented, I couldn’t immediately figure out what it was. Only when a foggy sheet closed above my head, and icy water instead of air burned my lungs, I realized that I was drowning, suffocating, going under!

My instincts entered the fray. At last, my half-dead limbs stirred, but it wasn’t helping until I touched something hard. The bottom! I furiously pushed myself away from it, vigorously moving my arms and legs. Light! Go up to the light! The surface turned out to be quite close. I broke through it and emerged outside, hungry for air, thrashing about, raising a spray — and suddenly stumbled into something large and firm. With all my strength, I grabbed its jagged slippery edge and, with an agonized effort, pulled half of my body out of the water. Something was stopping me, drawing me deeper, some kind of weight on my back, but I wanted to live and fought the pull. I got out and stopped, furiously spitting out the water and trying to catch my breath. My head was spinning, my eyes full of rainbow floaters. I needed thirty seconds before I could start clearing my head and perceive my surroundings.

I was lying on something dark green, cold, and bouncy, wobbling with my every move. Slightly submerged under my weight, it was submerged in water by a fraction of an inch. My body and fingers could already feel its cold. After turning my head a bit, I saw a calm surface, a blue-and-green coastline, treetops, and a pillar of smoke rising into the sky somewhere behind them.

The thing I had climbed on was an enormous, twenty feet in diameter, heart-shaped lily pad, part of a green cluster of overgrowth spread across the water. It could easily hold my weight. I felt a touch of surprise. Could water lilies even grow to such size?

I inhaled deeply. Breathe in, wait five seconds, breathe out: a breathing exercise as old as time that slowed down pulse, neutralized panic, and calmed the agitated consciousness. Breathe in, breathe one, everything’s fine... I counted ten breaths and carefully rolled over, trying to avoid falling into the water. I touched my body, arms, legs covered in an elastic fabric, head, damp short hair, wet face...

I found belts, an entire harness strung across my shoulders and chest, metallic clasps, and a web of thin ropes leading underwater. It was them that kept pulling me back: a crumpled orange heap floating on the surface thirty feet away from me. With my unbending fingers, I fumbled for the brackets and pulled the cords closer, weakening the pressure.

A parachute. I had fallen into the lake on a parachute after an emergency ejection from an aircraft. The world was gradually coming together, things falling into place, yet something still felt off... I had sensed it from the very beginning. Something familiar was missing...

The Sun?!

A dim object that mostly resembled a long spindle splitting the sky into two halves filled its rightful place. Its central and thickest part was about the size of the Sun, although its narrowing long sharp edges stretched out to almost a third of the sky, and the spectrum of its illumination seemed completely different: cold blue, hard, and prickly.

After I stared at it for a while, my eyes started hurting and watering, transforming it into something akin to a hazy spiked star.

The weirdest thing, however, was that for the most part, the soft and warm light around me wasn’t coming from the bizarre sun. In fact, compared to what was towering above the mountains, it was no more than a tiny flashlight.

At first, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Something like that simply couldn’t exist in the first place! It was a hallucination, a fever dream, an optical illusion! A tree couldn’t take up almost a quarter of the horizon, looming above the snowcaps of peaks, its glowing branches spanning hundreds of miles. It seemed to be located beyond the edges of the mountains, much farther in the distance, but the visible part of its trunk was wider in diameter than the snow-capped giants! Slowly thinning, the tree raised its lush golden crown to an unreachable height above the rare clouds, covering half the world with its shimmering crown. Just thinking about its size and scale next to the mountain range creeped me out. Was that a colossal light fixture? A hologram?

I closed my eyes and opened them again. The hallucination wasn’t going away: a gargantuan tree shining shadowy molten gold over half the sky, surrounded by an aura of weird glowing motes.

I couldn’t understand anything. There was no explanation. How was that possible? Was I under a different sun? Not on Earth, not in the Solar System? Was that a different planet, with trees reaching into the stratosphere and a dim blue spindle instead of a sun?

By that point, I had fully returned to my senses and recovered from the initial shock. Whenever I was, I needed to get out of the lake: the shore seemed to be close. The water was shallow, too — my height and a half or maybe less. I knew that I could swim, and swim well. Unfortunately, the water was cold, but that couldn’t be helped.

After stretching my arms and legs, I finally unfastened the heavy bloated parachute and freed myself from the straps. On a second thought, I carefully pulled the canopy closer, leaving the harness and the bundle of cords on the lily pad. Then I clumsily slipped into the water and started swimming, almost immediately reaching the bottom with my legs and coming out on a rocky shore overgrown with tall semiaquatic weed of unusual bright blue color. Garish tiny crustaceans scurried away from me, hiding under the rocks. A forest nearby was abuzz with sounds. Other than the ordinary trees, my eyes were immediately drawn to the unusual flora, but that would have to wait for later...

For the time being, though, while water trickled down my chest, I carefully examined myself.

I was wearing an elastic jumpsuit fitting my body like a second skin, dark blue with black insets, textured and covered with a pattern of small hexagons. It seemed to be waterproof, albeit thermally conductive — despite me just having had a swim, only my head and hands were wet. There was no belt, only a long zipline on the chest and another one on the waist, clearly allowing to quickly separate the jacket from the pants. Some details were important, though. There was a chevron on the right sight of the chest and an embossed patch shaped like a coat of arms on the left. It had a silhouette of a spaceship resembling an arrow tip and a stylized inscription, “Helga.” The rectangular chevron to the right said “Project Cosmo” in the same typeface. Latin letters, meaning Globish.

That didn’t exactly narrow things down. I knew it as the emblem of the Stellar Fleet and Helga as the name of a specific vessel. I couldn’t remember anything about any Project Cosmo, though.

All right, question number one. Who am I and what am I doing here?

I had no answer, none at all. I focused, trying to remember. The truth was out there, in my own past.

Nothing. My mind was blank.

I knew that I was human. I knew that I was from planet Earth that orbited the Sun, knew such concepts as a tree, a star, and a hologram, remembered a thousand other trivialities, including linear measures, names of objects, and seasonal cycle, but instead of my past, my head was full of nonsensical fragments of memories. I couldn’t make out anything specific or even remember my own name! People, faces, and cities felt alien and nameless, with no reference points: just an empty echoing void.

I knew that things weren’t good but felt no panic. Maybe it was the fallout from the shock. Let’s hope it would pass. One thing was clear so far: I had fallen from the sky in something that exploded and was smoking beyond the forest. Something went wrong, the landing was hard, and I was saved only by an emergency ejection. I got lucky that I ended up in a lake. Otherwise, the outcome could have been much sadder.

My silhouette was flickering in the water. Kneeling, I finally managed to examine myself. I was surprised — the stranger in the reflection turned out to be unexpectedly young.

I was a youth rather than an adult, lean and wiry, lanky and wide-shouldered, with ways to go before entering full-fledged manhood. My hair was light blond, as if sun-bleached, with a hint of red. A thin face with high cheekbones, a smattering of freckles around the nose, calm gray eyes. Nordic exterior, white, probably mixed, mono...

For some reason, I had thought myself older. Why? Such certainty coming out of nowhere felt odd, as did my youthful looks not triggering any associations or familiarity. I stroked my face, carefully feeling it, then quickly undressed and studied myself.

There was no underwear: the jumpsuit was worn next to the skin. My footwear was black lightweight velcro-fastened boots: ergonomically designed, seemingly brand new, and, in all likelihood, also waterproof. At least, nothing was squelching inside, and I couldn’t feel any moisture. Embossed shock-absorbing soles seamlessly combined with the rest of the item, as if they had been cast in the same mold. That was probably true: a run-of-the-mill copy printed in a replicator... My mental activity was gradually accelerating, and I couldn’t help but rejoice. I remembered about replicators and replicas, and I was going to remember the rest too.

A giant purple bruise adorned my left flank and hip. Touching it brought pain — I must have crushed into the water on that side. No tattoos, no scars, no bionic implants, just smooth white skin and a few birthmarks. Nothing hinted at my past. Nothing at all.

I found no clothes other than the jumpsuit and the boots. Regrettable, considering that I had no idea where I was, where the nearest people were, and whether I could even count on rescue.

At the moment, I was next to a lake, which was also far from small. Still water, numerous large lily pads on the surface, a series of small wooded islands, the closest of which was straight across my landing point. The shores were gentle, dotted with gray boulders and covered with odd-looking forests. Above them were rocky cliffs, and beyond, the snowy caps of majestic giant mountains.

The sky was clear, cloudless, and empty, while the horizon was slightly off, although I couldn’t yet explain how exactly. Apart from the glowing golden tree, of course.

All right, I could figure it out. With some effort, I pulled the heavy parachute out of the water, left it among the coastal boulders to dry off, and started thinking what to do next. Where should I go? Where could I find people?

My first and only option: explore the crash site. Going by the smoke pillar above the forest, it wasn’t too far, even if not exactly close. I might find answers there, and maybe something of use, too.

Beyond the lake was the domain of the forest, which felt both familiar and eerie. First, its foliage looked seriously unusual: lots of blue-green and light-blue pigments, although with a touch of generic light-green and emerald. I probably wasn’t an expert botanist and couldn’t identify the tree species on the fly, but many resembled the deciduous and coniferous plants from Earth, despite their different coloring. Beech, poplar, cedar, larch... I could almost imagine myself strolling through an ordinary continental forest on Earth, just a bit bluish. Tree ferns the size of palms and giant horsetails looked relatively familiar, too. Could the local sun’s spectrum have altered their pigmentation? However, they grew side by side with the trees I had definitely never encountered before.

Some were unnaturally lean and stiff as a pike, their branches just as even, extending from the trunk at perfect, completely identical, angles. Smooth light brown bark, small jagged light blue leaves... The trees seemed toy-like, overly correct, as if a diligent geometer had drawn them with a ruler, carefully measuring the gaps and the angles. All the twigs had the same straight lines and flawless shape, from young sprouts reaching up to my waist to mature behemoths rivaling caravel pines in height. Nature didn’t tolerate exactness, but there it was, a clear violation of its rules. Following a vague urge, I broke off a small withered sprout around my height. The twigs came off easily from the trunk, and the timber was light and sturdy yet quite supple. If a few minutes, I was wielding a perfectly straight stick that could be used as a cane, a weapon, or a shaft for a future spear.

Other trees were tall, reminding me of Earth pines but with branching umbrella-shaped crowns and long bluish knives for leaves, lots of white flowers blooming among them. The remaining ones were thick like enormous pinecones, with scaly trunks and weird knots at the top resembling spiked balls.

There were many birds, too. They kept talking in various voices around me, fluttering from tree to tree. Their chirping didn’t feel disconcerting — I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the local feathered were barely different from the ones I knew from Earth.

The lower level of the forest was overgrown with blue grass and prickly shrubbery, teeming with microscopic life. Large gray grasshoppers were jumping around, and umber insects strangely similar to ants kept scampering up the trees. Warily, I picked up a random bug from a leaf and examined it in detail: nothing unusual, a black carapace with blue dots, six barbed limbs. The bug crawled up to the tip of my finger, raised its wings, and flew away with a grumpy buzz. I snickered. Even if it were alien, evolution in that world had moved in a very close direction for both plant and animal life. And it was extremely odd.

There was no trace of human presence; the area was completely virgin. The woods stretched up the slope, growing thicker, and in the distance, I could make out rocky formations and the ridge of a stone bank — the lake must have been situated in a valley next to foothills.

I reached the crash site in about an hour. Finding it was easy: aside from the smoke pillar, it was marked by a string of fallen trees and a deep scorched furrow that ended with a large smoking crater. Numerous metal debris of various configuration were scattered around it, while the crater itself contained the remains of the crashed vessel. Apparently, it used to be shaped as a round torpedo: a classic rescue module with only a cylindric hull left of it: crumpled, twisted, and emanating nasty black fumes. Something inside was still burning, but with so much heat coming off the incandescent structure, I couldn’t risk studying it closer. That was a serious problem. There must have been a transmitter and an emergency kit inside, as well as a cogitor’s journal, all of which could shed light on the crash and Helga’s fate. Alas, I couldn’t reach the priceless — in my situation — supplies anymore; nothing could have survived inside the blazing frame. I wasn’t afraid of another explosion, but why the module had crashed, almost taking me with it, was an open and intriguing question. As far as I could “remember,” such capsules were considered exceedingly reliable. Berg had insisted that—

What? Berg? A bloated face with red sideburns, a broad-shouldered figure in the Stellar Fleet’s uniform, and an opened torpedo of a similar device, one of many in a long gallery, all popped up in my memory. Andreas Berg — I remembered his name. I could even tell the jumpsuit of a tech support officer with two stars of a Guard Alarch from the everyday uniform of the people inspecting the capsule...

I spent a few seconds on agonizing attempts to remember more. Berg, the capsule, the Stellar Fleet, how was I connected to all of that? I was, right? Come on, remember!

No. There was nothing.

Fine. Later.

Interestingly, the rear end of the capsule seemed to be missing. After the crash, it was hard to figure out why, but a quarter of the torpedo was gone, as if a colossal blade had chopped off the entire tail section. I recalled the impact in the air that had triggered the ejection and the light pouring from under my feet, then looked at the charred cut, crumpled during the fall yet improbably smooth, and the puzzle clicked.

The capsule hadn’t crashed by itself.

It was shot down.


Chapter 2

I WAS ABSOLUTELY sure. 

Rescue capsules don’t fall, burn, or explode (there’s nothing inside to be blown up), and their landing procedures are immaculate. Even if all systems failed, which would already be unlikely, the chances of survival are high. The origins of the damage were external, artificial!

I didn’t know why I was so certain. Maybe I had had experience with such devices before? Maybe...

Was there a war going on around those parts? Could the ship where the capsule had come from be also damaged or destroyed?

No answer.

Trying to find anything of value among the wreckage, I carefully examined the scorched trail of the crash. No dice. Strips of plasteel twisted in spirals, unrecognizable fragments of equipment, various plastic debris, a torn-out broken hatch... For lack of better options, I collected the potentially useful pieces of metal in a small pile — they could come in handy.

None of my findings were valuable. Ship rations, tools, and the transmitter had turned into a pile of smoldering trash. My situation seemed worse than a shipwrecked sailor’s from an old novel. At least, he had a ship and supplies; all I had were scraps from a broken-down hull!

What was next? I needed to find a way to get a bird’s-eye view of the area. Maybe I would find some landmarks or traces of people and figure out where to go. And whether I should go anywhere in the first place.

Farther afield, the forest was split apart by a fortress wall of a dark pink precipice, a tongue of the distant mountain range, traces of erosion gnawing away at it. Reaching and climbing it was hardly possible, especially since from my side, the ridge abruptly ended in a sheer cliff. Still, I could see long heavily wooded screes leading up to it, their slopes relatively gentle. The scree closest to me, topped with a group of tall trees, looked like a good enough target.

I armed myself with a serrated piece of plasteel, the weight of the metal instilling a sense of confidence, and resumed my journey forward, casting two shadows at the same time. The tree above the mountains gave off much more light, its golden outline burning through the dome of the sky, but barely any heat. Still, it was warm, even hot. Evidently, noon was fast approaching.

On the slopes, I met the first members of the local fauna: small gray creatures with a remarkable resemblance to rabbits pelted away from me, hiding behind rocks. I must have scared away an entire brood, but on a closer inspection, they hadn’t gotten far and kept eagerly studying the weird bipedal stranger, amusingly standing up on their hind legs at the edge of the scree and immediately hiding again. Them not being afraid of a human didn’t bode well.

After finding a suitable tree, I climbed it as far as I could, disturbing a flock of birds in the process. The view was magnificent — the lake turned out to be even larger than I had thought and led into several bays, basically a system of three huge reservoirs. A few large creeks and a turbulent river running down the stepped slopes like a majestic sparkling waterfall flowed into them. The mountains, like snow-crowned giants, loomed on three sides, their rosy spurs occasionally lifting the green canvas of the forest. I tried to use the cloud layer as a reference to estimate the real size of the luminous tree. Incredible! If the clouds were at the height of one to four miles, like on Earth, then the mega-tree must be at least ten to twelve. How such a structure could remain stable and exist in the upper atmosphere remained a mystery. That said, I might be wrong about the height — the clouds there were also strange, sparse and shaped like long lines of smoke. The sky was devoid of contrails or flywing fumes, the horizon distant and clear. At last, I realize why it looked so odd.

On Earth, the visible horizon cut off sharply due to the surface curvature. It was always finite: no matter how high you climbed, you just got an expanded field of view. The horizon I saw, though, slowly transitioned into a blurry haze at the edge of perception with no distinct edge. It never actually stopped, just went higher in dim, fading, and ever more shadowy layers, atmospheric distortion preventing you from seeing anything clearly.

An optical effect like that would make sense if I were standing on an infinite flat surface, but how was it possible in reality? Yes, we had built the Ring World with artificial biomes, but those were limited to dozens of miles. A whole world was sprawling around me instead — if I wasn’t asleep, of course. It was also possible that the curvature of the planet I was on differed from Earth by a wide margin, but the laws of physics dictated that the local gravitation couldn’t be the same then...

My head was spinning because of all the puzzles. Maybe I was inside an artificially constructed virtual reality, taking some complicated professional suitability test? That would have explained the short-term memory loss and the weirdness of the fauna — anything can be simulated in VR. They might have wanted to evaluate my survival skills and my response to extreme circumstances.

How could I check that? I couldn’t. If our eggheads had pulled off creating a VR that had the things I had already seen — grass, soil, completely realistic bugs, purple bruises swelling on smacked thighs, taking a convincingly naturalistic leak (which I had confirmed for myself five minutes ago before climbing the tree), even the behavior of those dimwitted birds shrieking at unwelcome guests — then such simulation wasn’t in any way different from the real world, and no check could reveal that. All I could do was smash my head against a rock and see whether I would resurrect.

Incidentally, why all the screaming?

The birds, large and white with black edges on their wings, had been squawking in displeasure for a while already, scurrying around the tree and betraying my presence. What did they want? Taking a closer look, I realized — a nest was looming among the boughs just a short distance away, almost right above my head.

A nest meant a chance of eggs. The thought about food made my stomach curl in a painful spasm. Was I a hungry ape or what?

The nest indeed contained eggs: small and blue with black dots. I carefully pulled out a few and studied them, comparing them to each other. They were of different size and weight, and the shell patterns didn’t match either. The contents were probably the same, though — yolk in a translucent albumen membrane.

Virtual reality? Come on.

There was a dozen or so eggs, and I needed nutrition. But how was I supposed to carry them down? Virtual reality was supposed to have an inventory system, and I only had my bare hands, even without pockets. I managed to come up with unfastening the top of my jumpsuit, making it into a small bundle, carefully putting the eggs inside, and tying the sleeves around my neck, transforming it into a makeshift sling. Climbing down the tree with that load was a real challenge, but I made it, my youth and agility coming in handy.

Returning to the crashed capsule, I picked up some rocks and laid them out in the shape of a large S. The pillar of smoke from the flywing couldn’t be overlooked from above, but that might be useful too.

I sat down on a large boulder. While climbing the trees and robbing birds, an old joke came to my mind.

Two monkeys are put into a cage with a stick and a bunch of bananas hanging from the ceiling. One monkey keeps jumping, unable to reach the bananas. The second looks at the stick, then the bananas, and tells the first one,

“We need to think...”

“Why think? You need to jump!”

Well, I needed to think.

So, first things first. Most likely, I was on an Earthlike planet that shared most of its features. Atmosphere, temperature, water, and gravity were seemingly the same as on Earth. The flora was painfully similar as well, but not all of it. It was too early to tell about the animal life yet. However, the strange dim sun and the mega-tree on the horizon were clear markers that the new world had nothing to do with Earth. It was a different planet, unless I was daydreaming, a victim of some grandiose mystification, or inside a simulation. The last three versions couldn’t be checked, so let’s set them aside as unlikely.

Second, I had come to the planet in a rescue capsule sent from the starship Helga. I was wearing a jumpsuit with the emblem of Stellar Fleet, meaning that I was a crew member or a passenger. I had no rank insignia or name tag, so probably an ordinary passenger. Ejecting rescue modules meant an emergency aboard Helga. The nature of the damage received during the crash indicated external causes — loss of control as a result of shelling or collision. Odds were my capsule wasn’t the only one: I might have comrades in misery. If the undocking happened simultaneously, they might have landed somewhere nearby. In the best-case scenario, Helga was still in the near space, and the planet already had outposts and other people. In the worst, something bad had happened to the starship, and everything was much more complicated...

There was no point in going anywhere yet. Where would I go? I had no maps, no references, not even a compass. If people were looking for me, my best bet was waiting next to the capsule, burning watchfires, and waiting for search and rescue. If help didn’t arrive in a reasonable timeframe, I would have to get out on my own. Until then, I had to survive and figure out where I was in the first place.

I took the time and brought the parachute: ropes and fabric were irreplaceable in my situation. On the way back, I drank my fill from a stream. The water was ice-cold and amazingly tasty. Slaking my thirst with it didn’t scare me — if I didn’t expire after a few forced gulps of the lake water, the stream wouldn’t hurt me. I also found a bush full of local berries, large, translucent like white grapes, and outwardly delicious, but decided against pushing my luck. They might be poisonous, even if the birds sure didn’t think so.

Then I picked a cozy spot in the vicinity of the smoking crater, hidden from the wind in a small hollow next to three trees, cleared it of thorny bushes, and moved my trophies there. The oldest tree had a nice-looking forking branch, and I even tried climbing there to set up a shelter for the night, but after a few attempts, I was forced to give up that idea: I probably couldn’t fall asleep on a tree without falling down.

My spoils were scant and mostly contained bent pieces of metal. Sturdy and light, they glistened like silver at the bends. Plasteel, the crossbreed of mysterious compounds and metal alloys, was one of the most important technologies used in aviation and space industries. I knew and remembered it, trying to figure out how to make those scraps into the most primitive of tools.

For starters, I needed something to straighten out the edges and mold the metal into some kind of shape. After a fair amount of pain, I whipped up something in the vein of a core sample out of sharp stone. With its help, I started treating the suitable pieces of plasteel, using a flat boulder as an anvil.

It was hard labor, and quality wasn’t a goal, as long as I got something in the end. I was sweating and panting but stubbornly continued my work. Soon, I managed to straighten out a long triangular scrap of metal with a jagged edge that could be used as an axe, a machete, and a saw at the same time. With a stick handle attached, it functioned much better than my bare hands. My new tool could fell the spear-tree seedlings in several swings. Hacking branches, clearing out thorny bushes, and chopping down deadwood became much easier. My next instrument was a thin sharp stub of metal: I wrapped one of its ends in cord, creating a semblance of a handle. It would serve me as a knife. I started to sharpen its pointed edge with other plasteel fragments, but a small incident stopped me from continuing.

I had noticed the golden dots in the sky a while ago. They were shining in a halo around the giant tree. A multitude of such specks of dust, barely visible unassisted, twinkled overhead, slowly shifting. I deemed them an unusual optical effect but then discovered a few such sparks in the air right above me.

The rising wind drove them ever closer. Upon closer examination, it turned out that they were not specks of dust at all but translucent, slightly luminous, creatures, reminiscent of oddly-shaped jellyfish. Through their weightless bodies, I could see a complex internal structure consisting of thin golden threads converging in a star-shaped center. I had no inkling how that being could freely float in the wind, but the “jellyfish” seemed pretty and graceful, like a flying flower. A flock flew by, but one of them descended and started dancing around me, as if deciding to make my acquaintance. Reflexively, I stretched out my hand to it — and was immediately punished for my curiosity!

A bluish spark gave my arm a painful jolt, sizzling the tips of my fingers and making my elbow ache. I immediately pulled back and jumped aside, my limb growing numb. As if losing interest in me, the little meanie flew back up and hurried downwind after its fellow jellyfish, hovering above the woods.

I carefully rubbed my arm. A smudge of blue translucent slime was left on my fingers, viscous and smelling of ozone. That rascal was dangerous; I would have to keep that in mind. It was something akin to an electric shock, quite unpleasant even if not fatal — my arm slowly regained sensitivity. Really, a flying jellyfish...

That’s when it finally hit me, even if I had doubted that before: I wasn’t on Earth. You might somehow explain the blue pulsar, the mega-tree, and the unfamiliar flora, but not a flying jellyfish. My home planet didn’t and couldn’t have any flying jellyfish, full stop.

I was on another world, and I had to make my peace with that.

The jellyfish turned out to be the harbingers of a weather change. The storm started abruptly, as abruptly as it never happened on Earth. Darkness fell at once, I heard an eerie thunder-clap, a blanket of low-hanging bubbling clouds covered the sky, and without any warning, rain poured down.

More like a deluge than a rain, really.

In no time, I couldn’t see anything other than the gray wall crashing from the skies. Cold currents and gusts of wind slashed at me like stinging whips, almost knocking me down. The grass was flattened against the ground, and the streams frothed like in a real flood. What a display of primeval fury!

I was immediately drenched to the bone and huddled under the nearest tree, earnestly scared by the downpour’s wild intensity, but the large heavy droplets easily pierced the dense canopy, reaching everywhere. I had to weather the cold spray, but thankfully, the storm didn’t last long. The rain stopped as suddenly as it had started. In just a minute, the sky was clear once again. The world had taken a shower and smiled at me, the air exuding freshness. The trees sparkled green, the sky bright blue, and the rain puddles looked clean and transparent. The birds resumed their singing. The sight before me was mesmerizing, and for a moment, I succumbed to its magic, savoring the serene beauty of the invigorated nature. I liked what I saw: I could probably even get used to living there, as long as I got accustomed to the unusual illumination above my head.

That’s when I noticed another global oddity. Several hours had already passed, and the lighting changed, but only because the glow of the tree first grew brighter, and then, having passed the peak, slowly began to dim. The day was waning, yet the blue sun wasn’t even contemplating changing its position in the sky and still hung in one place, as if nailed down. It might mean that it wasn’t even a real sun but an artificial object or a moon in the same ecliptic plane as the planet, tidally locked to it... or that the planet itself didn’t spin on its axis and always had the same side turned to the blue star. But then its dark side would have eternal night and the other, perpetual scorching day, making Earth-like flora and fauna impossible! Thankfully, both of those theories were wrong, and soon enough, I saw the proof.

My stomach started to make itself known again. How long had it been since I ate? I still had no answer. Drinking water, crystal clear and seemingly clean, wasn’t a problem — I had an entire lake and the mountain streams that flowed into it — but food had to be procured. There were small animals around and berries, I could find more bird eggs, and fish were splashing in the lake. I probably wasn’t going to die of hunger. Hopefully, rescue would come soon.

I fiddled around and built something like a curtain from the parachute, stretching it with cords between rocks and trunks. Under the makeshift roof, I picked up a few gray stones, of which plenty were lying underfoot, and put them in a circle. That was supposed to be my fireplace. All that remained was to figure out how to start a fire...

A solution existed. While sharpening my “knife” and pushing pieces of iron against rock, I had accidentally struck a few sparks. It was time to take advantage of that. Using the knife, I peeled wet bark from the deadwood, chopped up some splinters, and plucked up a bit of dry grass from under the trees. Then, after spending a while walking around and checking the boulders with a piece of plasteel, I chose the most promising stone: a cracked red rock, its structure similar to frozen glass.

Starting a fire turned out to be long and hard. Those rare sparks that reached the kindling kept going out, lifeless. My hands were already trembling, and I almost abandoned all hope when finally, as if by miracle, the tinder started to smolder, producing rings of smoke. Unable to believe my luck, I began to blow at the tiny scarlet flame, fanning it.

Soon, the campfire was cracking merrily, carefully sheltered from the wind and the rain, giving me warmth and confidence. My timing was just right — the air became noticeably colder, and it was starting to get dark. Baking bird eggs in the ash, I watched the sky turn pink. To tell you the truth, it was the strangest sunset I had ever seen.

I couldn’t even call it a real sunset, as no sun was setting beyond the horizon. The change of day and night occurred in another way. The golden tree slowly faded, transforming into a washed-out spectral outline, while the opposite side of the sky rapidly turned pink, purple, and finally black. Improbably fast, the darkness rolled in from there — I figured out that was the circle of light shrinking down from the waning tree.

The last rays roamed the distant mountains, coloring them all shades of gold and sparkling scarlet across the lake, shadows falling in their wake. The departing edge of light passed over my grove, casting everything around into rich violet twilight. The shining halo of the tree dwindled until nothing was left on the horizon except for a barely shimmering silhouette. Like rain, the night on the planet came unheralded.

The blue sun, however, didn’t disappear and never moved an inch. Instead, it started radiating a crisp blazing symbol, and against the coal-black background of space, I could finally see its true, non-blurred, shape.

A ring. A blue-colored ring, not perfectly round and slightly oblong, with a long needle running through it. A crossed circle of starlight that served that world as a moon rather than the sun. That’s what its light looked like, that weak bluish glow that made the night clear and luminous, almost like twilight or polar night on Earth.

So what was it, really? A distant pulsar? A fading gas giant surrounded by a dense disk of dust, which was turned to the planet at such an angle that it looked like a needle? What was even weirder was that only the ring itself and the needle emitted the blue light; the inside of the circle sparkled with the darkness of night.

Such a strange astronomical anomaly — the appropriate term kept nagging at me, but my mind was in no hurry to offer a hint. I had been waiting for the night to draw the final conclusions from the constellation pattern, but I was disappointed.

There were no stars. Or, rather, there was something — but what? As twilight came, a scattering of glowing dots covered the lilac sky, and they looked... odd. Right above the horizon, they were surrounded by large flickering halos, like light around a candle flame, and burned the brightest, growing smaller and dimmer and disappearing at the zenith. The halos were gradually shrinking, the stars slowly going out one after another, but more lit up at the same time, like hundreds of sparks winking at each other. The familiar picture of the Milky Way, galaxies, and constellations was missing completely.

God, what was that strange, strange world?

Meanwhile, the ash-baked bird eggs turned out to be delicious. After the dinner, I was pleasantly full, which made me sleepy. The night was only starting; I felt warm and decided to take a nap, wrapping myself in the thick fabric of the parachute. The fire was crackling, loaded with wood in such a way as to make it burn slower. By the way, I had made an unpleasant discovery: dry spear-timber could barely support fire. It charred but didn’t burn. I was forced to make do with the small bundle of deadwood I had collected nearby, hoping that the coals would last me until the morning.

When will it come, I wonder?

Despite my exhaustion, I could barely sleep, teetering on the edge between dream and reality. The noise of the alien forest prevented me from sleeping — the rustling of leaves, the crunching sounds, the murmurs, the screams of nocturnal birds. I kept thinking that someone was trying to sneak up on me, shaking myself awake and interrupting my half-slumber.

That proved to be for the best, as the night guest didn’t catch off guard. When the latest rustle woke me up, my intuition, which spotted the smallest details much faster than the conscious mind, instantly sounded the warning bell: it was not a false alarm!

The embers were already out and barely glowed, and the jagged line of mountain peaks looked light black against the purple sky: a few hours must have passed, at the very least. In the dusk, I saw a black silhouette across from me, its eyes sparkling yellow. Its freakishly numerous eyes! A cold void filled my gut, immediately reminding me that it needed emptying.

I stirred, trying to stand up, and fumbled for my “axe,” panicking when I couldn’t find it. With a threatening roar, the creature stepped forward, closer to me. I kicked the embers and, in the glow of the flashing flames, momentarily saw my visitor.

It bore a slight resemblance to a wolf, both in looks and in size: four legs, one head. But instead of fur, its muscular torso was covered by a smooth black hide, turning into a weird spiny mane on the neck and the flanks. I managed to pick out a fanged elongated maw, a purple throat, and six narrow amber eyes, burning above each other on its snout.

Whatever that thing was, it didn’t seem harmless. A six-eyed predator coming for fresh prey! For a second, the fire scared it away: the creature jerked aside, letting me take advantage of that. I jumped up, grabbed a branch, and swiftly scaled the tree, following the previously planned escape route and praying to all the gods that the beast couldn’t climb. A strange whistling came after me, but I didn’t have time to find out what it was.

I had never thought that a human could climb a tree so quickly! Just a few moments later, pulling through the tangled mess of twigs and leaves, I was sitting on the forked bough, my legs wrapped around a thick sprig, and looking down, where a dark figure was circling the trunk.

I could barely make it out in the darkness through the foliage, but I heard rustling, something akin to annoyed growling, and strange whistling. Soon they were joined by the sound of wood being scratched — standing on its hind legs, the nocturnal predator was studying the possibility of paying me a visit. However, its nature clearly wasn’t disposed toward that, and after a few fruitless attempts, the scratching stopped, the noises dying down.

Shivering, I pressed against the trunk and swore to myself that if survived that night, I would build a safe shelter before the next one. After all, the night visitors of that planet didn’t exactly inspire optimism. There were predators out there, and the one I had met might be far from the most dangerous of them.

Of course, I couldn’t sleep until the morning. The gleaming heavenly lights continued blinking, but then the tree’s outline started shining with a renewed vigor, coloring the horizon all shades of gold. It was a lovely sight, a gilded wave rolling down the sky, rapidly making it brighter. I couldn’t truly enjoy it, though, anxiously listening for every single noise.

The camp below me was quiet. Of course, the creature might be lying in wait for me, but I was certain that it was gone. Going by its behavior and coloring, my visitor was clearly a nocturnal predator of lupine persuasion. Well, six-eyed and maned, ugh...

The trunk of my tree was had gashes at its bottom, long and large, as thick as a finger. It felt like a mockery, akin to feces left behind. The odd thing were black glossy needles, thin and hollow. I picked two of them out of the bark, where they had been stuck, and three more on the ground, in my possessions and the underbrush. Seemingly bone or keratin in origin, the needles were covered with tiny notches with a small spiky tip on one end and a smooth bump on the other. They were also extremely similar to the hair from the night guest’s mane. So it could not only rip its prey apart with claws and fangs but shoot those quills like a porcupine? What a nasty beast...

I gathered the needles — they might be of use later — and got down to business.


Chapter 3

FIRST, I WASHED MY FACE and drank my fill from the nearest stream. Overall, after a restless night, I wasn’t feeling great — my body was tired and in pain, and my stomach was demanding an urgent breakfast. I had no food at all, and the fire had burned out, its ashes cold. 

However, the night visit had given me energy and sobered me up. Things weren’t exactly rosy. The savage world I was in was deadly! If I wanted to survive, I shouldn’t wait for rescue; it was no walk in the park. What chance did I have armed with a sharp piece of plasteel against a six-eyed beast? Let’s be honest — slim. I needed weapons, a safe shelter, and food. I had to learn a lot, too. God only knew how much time I would have to spend in that forest and who else might drop in for a chat.

The capsule. After the rain and the cold night, it had cooled off and wasn’t smoking anymore. So, I could try to rummage around inside, as I had no other source of supplies. A rescue kit in case of a crash must be there! Some part of it might have survived, and if it hadn’t, I had to check. Yes, I was grasping at straws, but hope springs eternal.

Hangry, I got to work. Taking apart the caked interior of the capsule proved to be a difficult task. I wouldn’t have succeeded with bare hands, but my makeshift tools helped a lot. What was it Archimedes had said, “Give me a lever, and I shall move the world?” I didn’t need the world — just let me get inside that burned-out husk!

I tinkered away for a few hours, pausing to rest. My brain kept telling me that I should abandon that lost cause and start doing something useful, such as look for more bird eggs or gather berries, but out of sheer anger and persistence (apparently, I was quite stubborn), I somehow managed to pick apart the casing around the emergency hatch and climb inside.

Once again, I was disappointed. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Only charred ridged plasteel, torn bundles of wires, and bent fasteners where the cradle was supposed to be. So much time and effort wasted! Enraged, I ripped out a few pieces of cables from under the casing. At that rate, I was going to become a savage anyway, so they’ll come in handy for tying up metal scraps to sticks!

I had to find food and a new campsite. Staying was pointless — I needed a shelter out of predators’ reach. However, I shouldn’t stray too far, either — the rescue, if it ever came, would look for the capsule. Basically, I wanted a spot within line of sight that would also be as secure as possible.

The solution came to me immediately — the island on the lake. It was small, visible from above, and unreachable from the shore. Even if the predators could swim, I doubted that they would want to cross almost two hundred feet of lake water. Getting there would take half an hour at leisurely pace and maybe ten minutes if I ran. I could leave signs at the crash site telling people where to look for me.

All right, so task number one for the day was exploring the island and moving my camp there. Task number two: finding food. I would handle them in reverse.

Hunting or gathering? At first glance, there was a lot of living creatures around, from birds fluttering between the trees to fish in the lake. The forest was rich in resources, too — bird eggs, berries, nuts, maybe mushrooms...

An hour later, I learned two things. First, the pearly berries were very tangy and great for quenching thirst but not hunger. I wanted to eat even more. Second, I wasn’t much of a hunter. Local gophers didn’t allow me within striking distance and deftly dodged my thrown rocks. They seemed to have taken my arrival for some game and were taunting me, vanishing and reappearing as they scurried among the boulders.

I couldn’t find any more tree nests, either, no matter how much I looked. As if trying to take revenge for the previous day, the feathered clique hurriedly left the treetops at the sight of a bipedal ape.

But for the first time, I saw real game. As I was vainly scaring away the gophers on the screes, I heard an unusual sound resembling the patter of hoofs against stone. Stopping in my tracks, I noticed several four-legged creatures covered in dirty white fur, curved spiral horns on their heads. They looked like rams but were much larger, and their powerful cloven hoofs commanded respect.

The animals’ eyes were fixed at me, their damp black noses twitching, but as soon as I moved, they jumped aside in fear and disappeared behind the cliffs.

The discovery emboldened me. The planet had big herbivores similar to the ones from Earth. I wouldn’t have to starve. For the time being, I couldn’t get myself such a lamb, but if I did some thinking, I would definitely find a way.

In my search for food, I wandered deeper into the woods. Getting lost would be hard — the surface of the lake below shone through like a blue diamond, and the granite wall turned out to be an excellent landmark.

At some point, I came across it among the trees.

It was a skeleton of a giant creature, so big that I could walk between its costal margins without lowering my head. It had been there for a long time and was picked clean from any remaining flesh: a bare carcass, its base already overgrown with bushes.

I couldn’t imagine an Earth animal that could have bones like that; my planet definitely didn’t have such monsters. Elephants and rhinos couldn’t compare. The local gophers and rams might have Earth equivalents, but at home, such giants had long since died out. Wide costal margins, barbed spine, four tridactyl limbs ending with huge blunt claws... The skeleton was headless and partially disassembled: many bones had sunk into the ground nearby, but it still projected heavy ponderous strength. A true mastodon. Had someone bested it in a fight, or did the giant die of natural causes?

The latter didn’t seem especially likely, as the powerful spine was crushed in two places, some of the ribs were broken, and one rear limb was missing. Many years ago, that spot was the setting of a massive battle — the clearing itself, overgrown with young shrubbery, was its direct consequence. The combatants smashed everything in sight as they fought, and the old trees broken at different heights stayed silent witnesses to their duel. I carefully looked over the vicinity of the clearing and immediately located the missing part of the skeleton — its skull.

Round, three-horned, and beaked, it was impaled on one of the broken trunks like on a stake, at least four times my height. A splintered wooden tip still protruded from the shattered eye socket.

Holy smoke! I shivered slightly, imagining a creature that could crush that behemoth’s spine, rip off its head, and leave it at such height. It must have been another giant, horrifically strong and full of unbridled rage. Hopefully, I wouldn’t encounter it in the neighborhood. Of course, that was unlikely — going by the skeleton’s condition, it had been decades, but the very fact of a monster like that existing out there wasn’t thrilling. I really needed to relocate my camp and get to the island sooner rather than later...

I returned to the capsule hungry and frustrated, put my pathetic loot into the parachute, made an arrow out of rocks next to the S letter, and scratched a short message on the casing of the burnt module. If the rescuers found that place, they would easily figure out where to look for me.

On my way to the lake, I chose a different route and made a detour, still hoping to locate something edible. Unexpectedly, I stumbled into a clearing with a huge tubular plant twice as tall as me. Fiery red and black, it didn’t resemble anything I had ever seen before and seemed completely and utterly alien. Hollow folded tubes instead of flower clusters, purple pulpy tassels in place of leaves — even approaching that monstrosity was scary. The impression was enhanced by the huge, crow-sized, coal-black butterflies that swarmed the “tuber” and lazily circled around it. The plant emanated a powerful sweet odor that immediately made me light-headed.

Playing it safe, I stepped back: the dizzying smell might be dangerous. All of a sudden, I noticed familiar orange straps in the undergrowth. They were connected to an oblong object stuck in the thicket of thorny bushes. Unable to believe my eyes, I pulled it out and sat down, inhaling air like a beached fish. It was the cradle thrown out of the capsule together with me during the emergency ejection.

Still disbelieving my luck, I started inspecting my find. A plasteel frame, a transformable backrest covered with soft polymer or maybe sealant, pneumatic lances — in my situation, everything would help. The most important thing, however, was hidden under the seat. After easily lifting it, I saw a narrow recess that contained a small case with a bright sticker and the word “Cosmo” engraved across its side.

“Colonist Kit, type 2.”

Below was a long list of its contents in fine print.

Stupid ape! I almost smacked myself in the head. It was finally clear: the chair had detached during the crash and fell in that spot rather than burn with the capsule. I should have looked for it between the furrow and the lake instead of digging through the charred junk! Apparently, the creators of Cosmo were much smarter and had foreseen a situation where the passenger had to leave a collapsing capsule — in that case, all necessary supplies would be ejected together with them.

It’s hard to describe my feelings when I opened the case and found a single item inside, securely fixed to a small niche.

It was a black plasteel bracelet with a square bump in the center. The device felt really familiar. I clasped it tightly on my left wrist, adjusting its size, and touched the black dot of the activator. A blue circle divided into segment icons immediately appeared above the surface of the bracelet.

Clock, Calendar, Compass, Barometer, Altimeter, Analyzer, Azure Detector, Synchronizer... But for the time being, I only cared about its most important feature: the cryptor.

A black-faceted cube flashed into being above my forearm. I immediately touched it, opening a spatial storage unit.

An expanded version with sixteen slots, load capacity of 1800 pounds, total storage volume of 50 cubic feet. They had spared no expense: it was twice as big as a standard Microcryptor of similar size. The icing on the cake was that some of the slots weren’t empty. The designers didn’t overthink things: why load the capsule with extra weight if all the important cargo could be stored extradimensionally?

I started removing the items from the Aladdin’s cave, carefully laying them on the grass. For a Robinson like me, every one of them was a godsend.

A tightly bundled roll was a tent made out of thick waterproof wool that came together with a rug, a net, and several blankets.

A similar package contained clothes: a replacement jumpsuit, pants, a jacket, a few identical T-shirts, and five sets of underwear. All items were of inconspicuous khaki color, made of elastic and durable polyfabric, and bore the already familiar Project Cosmo insignia. The jumpsuit was very thick and warm, with numerous pockets and polymer reinforcements on the knees, elbows, shoulders, and chest.

The third bundle was larger and felt like rubber. It was marked as “Inflatable boat.” Two short plastic paddles were included. I’ll be damned. And here I was already thinking how to build a raft!

Next up was an emergency rescue kit in a light metal container. Most of it was occupied by a first aid kit and three standard medical packages. Through the transparent side glass, I could see a diagnostic scanner, a vibroscalpel, an injector, and batches of cartridges with colored stickers on the sides. I remembered what they indicated. Regenerator was green, coagulating spray scarlet, antidote blue, adrenaline yellow... And then there were odds and ends: bandages, tourniquets, and pills in blister packs.

The case also contained personal care products, a flashlight, two glowsticks, an oxygen mask, a few bundles of thin rope, camp-setting and fishing supplies, a set of metal utensils nested in a cylinder-shaped kettle, a flask, a magnifying glass, a signal mirror and a whistle, goggles, and other knickknacks that I decided to put aside for later.

The next container was a toolbox. It had a transforming multikey that could function as an axe, a hammer, keys, and a power saw, an organizer with various hardware, a tube of metallic polymer, and finally, two knives: a machete and smaller one, probably suitable for hunting and carving.

There was also a golden ball of Vox in a sealed package, and in the same slot, two brand-new minified energy cells, two million solars each. Wow, those things cost a fortune! They had really gone all-out: on Earth, just one of them was enough to power an apartment or an ecopolis terrace for the next century.

Food. That slot was packed to capacity, mostly with vacuum-sealed rock-hard slabs of military rations. Still, there were also packets of sugar and salt, some spices, and even round jars stamped with the pictures of tea leaves and coffee beans. Evidently, I wasn’t going to starve to death anytime soon. Great.

The next section surprised me: three boxes with pretty labels and a heap of manuals. Inside the boxes were rectangular plates carefully sealed in plastic that reminded me of large infodrives. I fiddled with them in confusion, recognizing Replicator Patterns, extremely valuable pieces that stored a three-dimensional structure of an item with a record of its molecular replication. On Earth, all industrial production was based on such Patterns. Hundreds of thousands of them existed, single-use, multi-use, and unlimited, for all kinds of things. Since household Replicators were ubiquitous, it was Patterns that were the main subject of copyright, commerce, and competition between the planet’s corporations.

I got the Patterns for a half-armor of the Mangus type, the so-called scout set consisting of three parts: a protective jumpsuit with synthetic muscles, a helmet with an integrated visor, and a nanofabric chameleon cloak. It was an excellent and really expensive outfit used in the planetary security special forces and Stellar Fleet. Mine was a replica of the military design — things like that weren’t publicly available at all.

The Patterns were designed for one hundred replication cycles. It made sense — unlimited versions were prizes sought after by arms magnates. Even the ones I got would have cost an arm and a leg on Earth... yet they were useless to me without a Replicator and a long list of manufacturing resources. Why were they in my cryptor?

And then, with some trepidation, I pulled out something simple but incomparably more important in my situation.

A weapon. A smooth black handgun with an unusually wide muzzle. It had the letter D on its barrel, a safety lock on the trigger, and a built-in aim assistant.

I recalled the memory. D was for Defender: a protector with no frills, simple and dependable, just pull out and shoot. Five spare twenty-round magazines, plus two boxes of one hundred each. That wasn’t exactly a lot, store is no sore, but it should be enough to get me started.

The next item looked a bit like a revolver too, only with a short and thick barrel. A flare pistol with ammunition: three flares, red, blue, and yellow. Essential for giving signals.

They really didn’t skimp on anything. The creators of Cosmo had supplied the colonists with everything they might need to survive in wilderness. Those findings significantly improved my changes.

First of all, of course, I ate.


Chapter 4

SO, A COLONIST KIT? That was a self-explanatory name, not to mention its intriguing contents. I had counted on a standard emergency kit for survivors of a shipwreck — rations, a first aid kit, rescue aids — but got an expanded package that could potentially allow me to live for a long time away from civilization. And with the toolbox, the batteries, and the gear, I could even set up a base camp. 

A Colonist Kit. Did it mean that I, or rather we, had been dropped in the wild to settle it? Become the pioneers of a new planet? Curious... and those Patters... Why did I need the Patterns? Did someone else on the surface have Replicators, and we were supposed to join forces? But how?

I took out the Vox and put the metal ring behind my left ear — an automatic gesture, as I had done it thousands of times in my former life. After displaying the logo of the VOX Corporation, the device started, immediately showing me a video message.

The augmented reality display transformed into a translucent screen, as if opening a window to another world. An elegant man in a silver-black uniform with a pattern of stars on the shoulders and a stiff collar gave me a practiced smile. Behind him, I saw a starship bridge, silvery control terminals, and a large viewscreen sparkling with thousands of stars.

“Greetings, colonist! My name is Ian Vogler. I am the coordinator of the Stellar Fleet and the captain of the Helga Ark. If you are listening to this automatic message, then the hardest part of our journey is over, and the landing was successful.”

The message froze for a second, only to immediately continue on another note: the captain’s head and expressions were slightly different, as if a fragment had been edited out of the recording.

“Most likely, right now, you’re in shock, confused, can’t remember anything, and feel weak and nauseous. Please, don’t be alarmed: your health is not in danger. These are absolutely normal consequences of the cryogenic stasis in which your body has stayed for a long time.”

Another similar pause, followed by a second-long static. Then he continued as if nothing was wrong.

“You are one of the million volunteers who agreed to join Project Cosmo. The mission of our project is to re-colonize the Earth after a class A global disaster. We have spent...” The image froze again, blurred with a smattering of bright colors, but the glitch immediately disappeared, and the captain nonchalantly continued, “...years in space. Don’t be scared. Everything is behind you now, and we’re about to rebuild our home. The capsules and the cargo from the ark are air-dropped according to the programmed algorithms in the areas designated for colonization. Brief instructions: do not leave the landing area after arrival. The capsule is equipped with a beacon transmitting a continuous signal, which will help the search team locate you. Communication with Helga is carried out via a Vox channel; if necessary, use the flare gun from the emergency kit or set off a smoke signal. Your task is to hold out for a short time if you ended up in an inhospitable area and let the rescue find you. Project Cosmo’s coordinators received the necessary instructions and are already dealing with your issue. Attention! Other colonists may be nearby. Join forces and help each other out. Follow the instructions and be safe! See you soon!

And that was it. So, Project Cosmo? One of the million volunteers? Re-colonization of Earth?

I looked up once again at the blue spindle, either a pulsar or an accretion disk. That thing clearly had nothing to do with the yellow dwarf on whose third planet our civilization had arisen. I couldn’t begin to imagine what must happen to our Sun for that blue contraption to replace it. Then I glanced at the glowing tree on the horizon and remembered the flying jellyfish, the six-eyed wolf in the night, the starless sky, and the weird endless horizon.

What kind of nonsense had I just heard? Earth, seriously? How could my home planet have turned into something like that? How many years had we even been frozen?

No, it must be a mistake. The world around me couldn’t be Earth. The Vox was sealed; that message had been recorded on all colonist devices in advance, probably when the ark was still on Earth. As for what happened later, how we ended up on the new world, and most importantly, when and where I was — that was the biggest question that I couldn’t yet answer.

Nevertheless, the message also contained a few useful kernels. I had been right to stay at the crash site — if the beacon wasn’t damaged, its signal was the easiest way to find my capsule. And since the landing had already begun, other survivors definitely exist!

What was it he had said about communication?

I mentally scrolled down the AR menu that only I could see. No, nothing, zero, zilch. The device hadn’t been activated yet. All sections were empty, and the icons of web applications blinked with question marks.

No Vox networks found.

There was no connection.

Fine. Synchronizing the Vox with the cryptor on my bracelet to enable mnemonic control of both devices, I opened the settings and started scanning the advanced network access protocols together with all radio frequencies. Where was the communication promised by the captain? Even if I assumed for a second that I was on Earth monstrously changed by a disaster with the mysterious prefix “A,” and all transmitting and receiving devices had been destroyed, Helga, in theory, should have already launched into orbit a swarm of repeaters that enabled the operation of a Vox network...

But my secret hopes didn’t come true. I got nothing, no signals. I was about to despair when my search suddenly discovered an odd unfamiliar network — or had it found my Vox? In any case, my device tried to connect to something, momentarily displaying max signal power, but the connection was refused.

Connection impossible. Unknown error.

Startled, I tried again and again, in different ways, but got nothing but a series of “Connection impossible”, “Unknown encryption type”, and “Unknown protocol” messages. The nature of the wandering signal discovered by my Vox was mysterious: it seemed to both operate on the same principles as Vox-type networks and not. Or maybe it was only a partial match, or it had a weird encryption. I needed an expert on networks, which, unfortunately, I wasn’t.

The message had given me a shake, but nobody promised that I would be found quickly. It was time to continue my Robinsonade. After having a bite to eat and carefully sorting out and repackaging my findings into the cryptor, I headed to the lake. On the shore, I cut out a long pole, unpacked the boat, and activated its pneumatic self-inflation.

A small orange-black two-seater with a sharp bow and an oval stern, it was perfectly buoyant. I didn’t have to swim anymore!

Moving to the island wasn’t hard; my pole reached the bottom almost everywhere. I found a flat spot, drove the boat into a clump of blue sedge, hard and razor-sharp, and jumped ashore without even getting my feet wet.

The island was more long than wide and relatively small. Still, fifty by hundred steps were enough space for thick shoreline bushes, a grove of trees, and a large cliff — or, rather, three sloping cliffs that formed a cozy hollow together with a scattering of boulders.

Protected from wind and rain on three sides by its slanting stone flanks, it immediately seemed like an excellent place for a camp. Three walls were already there; it wasn’t hard to add a roof or an awning or even make it into a full-fledged base.

However, it turned out that I wasn’t the only one who took a shine to the cozy spot. It already had occupants!

Perplexed, I stopped in my tracks, staring at vegetable patches neatly laid out right behind the tall grass. That couldn’t be anything but a garden: tiny, just six lines, but well-cultivated, fully weeded out, and even hilled-up. On the closest patches I saw berries peek out of small green shrubs, then vines of some kind of veggies, and after then, large yellow ribbed bulbs resembling pumpkins or melons.

Not bad at all! I carefully went around the garden, checking the hollow between the cliffs. It was empty, just tall grass, rocks, and bushes. I even took a walk around the cliffs, expecting to bump into the mysterious natives, but found nobody.

The island was completely empty.

I returned to the garden. There were no traces of humans around, no foot-worn paths, trampled grass, broken shrubs, or tools used to dig, hill, and irrigate all that stuff. Nothing except for my own footprints.

But somebody must have made all of that! Or did gardens spring up by themselves on that planet, like glowing trees on the horizon?

Lost in thought, I sat down and plucked a berry from the patch. Large, purple-red, it looked barely different from the Earth strawberry. It smelled like food, instantly filling my mouth with saliva. Having made up my mind, I took a bite of half the berry, and its sweet and sour aroma tickled my taste buds. Tastes good, dammit! Really good!

My gastronomic experiments were interrupted by a soft whistle. Its source was obvious immediately: a furry creature stood on its hind legs next to the patches and looked at me the way a rightful owner would look at a thief. It produced another indignant whistle and hopped in place, nervously stamping its paw.

Evidently, it was trying to shoo me away, but it looked so funny and harmless that I couldn’t resist laughing. The creature resembled a squirrel or a hamster, chubby and three-colored, with a comical feline muzzle and white tufts on its ears. The impression might have been misleading, but I couldn’t even entertain the thought of hunting it — on the contrary, I wanted to pat that angry thing on the back of its neck.

Despairing to scare me, the furry chonker pompously pulled out a few blades of grass from the patches, loosened the soil under my footprints with a quick movement of its hind legs, and darted off into the tangled vines. There, I found a hole leading straight under the patches. Upon my approach, I once again heard a disgruntled whistle.

“Wait, so... you built it?” I asked the hole, confused.

A soft wheeze followed, then a furry rump flashed in the burrow, and small clods of dirt flew in my direction. Apparently, that’s how the gardener expressed its opinion of two-legged burglars. Funnily, it wasn’t afraid of me in the slightest. An easy prey, but...

“I’m sure we’ll be friends,” I told it. “Neighbors should be friends.”

The creature seemed harmless, and its agricultural skills demanded a closer study. I wasn’t going to leave a great spot because of the unexpected meeting and started unpacking.

An excellent tent, at least two-person and inflatable. A sleeping pad. An awning made out of the parachute canopy, clearly visible from above. Dry moss, grass, firewood — I had to swim back ashore to fetch the latter. I prepared two campfires — one for cooking and a large signal one farther off, easily noticeable from afar. The problem with starting fires was finally solved: my camp-setting kit had a flint, an igniter, and even dry fuel. Thankfully, everything was all right with food as well. The provisions included in the kit could be divided into two types: dry pressed plates of pemmican — I had already gotten a taste — and various foil-coated sublimates. There were also water purification pills, a valve trash bag, cleaning wipes, and even a dish sponge.

I used my knife to carve out two forked poles out of twigs and stuck them into the ground, hanging my new titanium kettle above the fireplace. Then I threw in a brick of sublimate broken into pieces and added some spices from a pouch. As watched the water boil, I once again felt like tourist in a national park — a park with blue trees and alien animals.

Familiar whistling came from the right, accompanied by a rustle. The creature’s curious muzzle peeked through the pile of firewood. While I had been constructing the camp, it diligently watched me from its garden, finally deciding to come out and visit its new neighbor after everything was over.

Another whistle came, but in a different key, as if demanding something.

“Shoo!” I tried scaring the guest off in response.

The gardener whistled and disappeared, scuttling away into its lair like a fleeting shadow. Despite its disarming chubbiness, it could be surprisingly fast.

A few steps away from me, a dark purple vegetable with a long green top was left lying on the ground. The same lush greenery filled a few garden patches. After picking it up, cleaning off the clumps of soil, and examining it, I concluded that it was a root crop surprisingly similar to Earth carrot. If had a slightly different color and a thicker peel, but what did I know about carrot breeds? Just in case, I fed a small chunk to the analyzer included with the first aid kit, and it blinked approving green.

It meant that the product contained no dangerous substances and was potentially fit for consumption. Just like carrot, only alien and purple. So, my neighbor had come to me to get acquainted, and I had tried to shoo it away? Such bad form. I washed the plant in water — fortunately, I didn’t have to go far for that — cut off a piece, and ate it. It was slightly sweet and quite edible, so I diced it into the boiling broth. The soup would be heartier with veggies.

The golden day gave way to a golden evening. I spent a while struggling to bar the camp entrance with chopped spear-trees, so that beasts like the six-eyed wolf couldn’t get to my tent even if they managed to cross the lake. Who said there were no predators like alligators or venomous snakes around? Of course, I couldn’t build a full-fledged palisade in a few hours, but an improvised stockade made from sharpened sticks was a realistic goal. As a result, I got myself a small plot of land protected by cliffs on three sides and walled-off with stakes on the fourth. A tent, a canopy, and a courtyard with a fireplace inside — I could live like that.

I unpacked a few small necessities and worked a bit on my handgun skills. I really hated wasting ammo but still fired a dozen shots at a makeshift target. I needed to figure out how to handle the weapon, pull it out, shoot, and reload, get used to its recoil, and learn its capabilities. In a clutch, a magazine spent during training might save your life.

Defender made a good impression on me. Low discharge sound, reasonable recoil, an aim assist system — it was something, all right! After firing just three bullets, I found my groove and started consistently hitting the paper ration wrap nailed to the tree trunk twenty steps away. I got a feeling that I had done something like that in the past: I might not be a professional, but I definitely had a knack for aiming and shooting. My fine motor skills remembered how to slide cartridges into the magazine and lock it in, how to draw a gun and correctly hold it with two hands. I knew all of that... but how?

Toward the evening, fish began splashing in the lake. They were big ones, too, going by the large ripples on the water. I recalled that I had a fishing set in my inventory and unpacked it, inspecting the coils of fly line, spoon lures, and hooks, but decided against assembling the tackle, as doing something that unfamiliar in the gathering dusk seemed like a gamble. I had enough food for the time being, although I shouldn’t ignore an opportunity. I would try the next day, at daybreak.

As I pulled the boat out of the water and prepared it for overnight stay on the shore, I noticed something new.

A jellyfish was floating about the island: a huge one, not like the tiny bean that had stung be the other day. It was too far for me to estimate its size, but I guessed it to be at least as big as me. The translucent creature was surrounded by a golden halo and emanated a fringe of luminous threads, blue-veined pearlescent substance shimmering inside them. The jellyfish kept moving up and down a few feet, sometimes almost touching the lake surface. A dozen of smaller companions circled it like a dancing swarm.

I froze as I watched them. The last golden rays of the Tree flickered across the water, bringing forth a flock of multicolored lights, and plunged the lake into a thick purple haze, but the jellyfish still remained, swirling above the same spot. When dusk came, I finally realized the reason.

Something was glimmering in the lake. The glow was weak but clearly visible in the darkness. It stemmed from beneath the surface, as if a projector was installed at the bottom. That’s what attracted the dancing jellyfish.

Curious: I would have to remember that place. I had a boat, and I could check what was hidden there. Not at night, of course — I didn’t find darkness particularly inspiring. I had no idea what dwelled inside the lake, and bumping into an electrical jellyfish of that size could be fatal.

The night ended up surprisingly uneventful. Either exhausted after two almost sleepless days and nights or drowsy after a hearty dinner, I passed out almost straight away. I woke up only from the alarm I had set on the bracelet. The dawn was breaking; the timer showed that almost eight hours had passed. It meant that the nighttime on the planet was equal or shorter than the daylight hours that lasted longer as one approached the giant tree. When it faded again, I would learn the exact length of the local cycle.

Someone was rummaging through the trash outside: not loudly, more like tactfully. I heard the jingling of the kettle — the curious visitor was clearly interested in my supper.

“Shoo!” I warned it sternly, crawling out with my gun at the ready. There were no six-eyed wolves or any traces of other nightly guests, but next to the entrance, I unexpectedly discovered a neatly put-together pyramid of berries from the garden. For ten seconds or so, I stared at them, then heard a whistle and noticed the chubby head of the gardener peeking out from behind the stockade.

“No way,” I told my new buddy, bewildered. “You brought that?”

I started a fire and put a flask holder with coffee on the rocks in the fireplace. Then I sampled the presents — not bad, really. The gardener wasn’t keen on leaving, snooping about just within reach and clearly not afraid of me. He was growing bolder by the minute.

“Thanks for breakfast, it was delicious,” I said, nodding. “And scram!”

With a satisfied whistle, he disappeared into the patches and returned a second later, holding another berry in his front paws. Stopping two feet away from me, he seemed to hold it out, whistling incessantly.

“Wow, so you’re tame?” I exclaimed in surprise, extending my hand, but the gardener threw the berry between us, so I had to pick it up. Then he whistled approvingly and returned to the patches. The next gift was a pumpkin as big as him. Once again, he stopped in front of me, but much closer than before.

“Are you trying to feed me?”

The creature whistled, suggesting that I take the gift while he was offering. I wondered who was domesticating whom.

I reached out and took the pumpkin. This time, the gardener didn’t jump back in fear.

“Shoo!” I told him playfully.

An approving whistle. He wasn’t leaving — instead, he walked up to me and studied me with his beady eyes. Gee, I got a daring one...

“Fine. You’ll be Shoo, seeing as you respond to it,” I told my furry supplier his new callsign. He didn’t seem to mind.

The pumpkin turned out to be pretty tasty, although it didn’t resemble a pumpkin in the slightest: it had fragrant bluish pump that divided into segments, making it closer to a giant orange. My stomach graciously accepted the offering. On the horizon, the Tree swelled with a golden glow, birds circling overhead.

A new day awaited us.


Chapter 5

AFTER A LIGHT BREAKFAST, I once again walked around the island, taking a look at the forested shoreline, the sky, and the Tree that was rapidly growing brighter. Nothing had changed — I saw no smoke or traces of flying machines, just golden dots of jellyfish gliding overhead. A large bird slowly soared above the mist evaporating from the lake. Right before my eyes, it sharply swooped down and snatched a trembling silver fish from the water. Whoa! 

Feeling the excitement of the hunt, I uncoiled the fishing tackle and prepared it to work. It wasn’t hard at all — there was a detailed guide attached, and my hands seemingly remembered what to do. I could assemble a ledger rig or a spinning rod with a spoon, but I chose the simplest option: bobber fishing. I had a flexible blank cut from a nearby bush, a fly line, a hook, a sinker, and a bobber.

What would be the bait? After some thinking, I caught a couple of gray grasshoppers in the undergrowth, set them as bait, and started fishing. The first few casts predictably failed, but soon, after exploring the shore, I found a nice spot — a cape at the long end of the island with shrubs hanging over the backwater. A minute of waiting later, the bobber twitched and slowly sunk deeper.

Beginner’s luck! With a sharp pull, I reeled a wriggling fish out of the water. It was palm-sized, flat, wide, and covered with tiny silver scales. I got it off the hook and threw into the kettle, which was already full of lake water. Things got rolling! The second fish followed the first, then another. Furiously, they threw themselves onto the hook, almost without a break. Finding new bait took longer than catching. Soon, more than a dozen mostly same-caliber fish were pounding in the cauldron — yellowfin, silver, flat-bodied. That wasn’t much, of course, but a good way to save the rations.

And then the fishing session was over. Something large grabbed hold of my bait and pulled on the line; the bobber immediately sunk. I tried to hook and reel in, but the hold was too strong: my rod bent in an arc, creaked treacherously, and finally broke into two! The broken stub quickly sailed away from the shore and went under, although not for long: my would-be catch wasn’t powerful enough to drag the stick to the bottom. Apparently, I had gotten a big one! I wasn’t the one to leave things unfinished, and the tackle, even if not my one and only, still possessed some value. Caught in the thrill of pursuit, I fetched the boat and sailed after the rod, using a long pole to push off the bottom.

The lunker had already dragged it quite a way from the shore. The main obstacle were the numerous giant lily pads: my fishing line could easily get tangled into them. But I got lucky, snatching the broken-off fragment out of the water and starting to slowly reel the prey in.

That was a real struggle! Sharp bouncy jerks at the other end indicated that something heavy had taken the bait. It was pulling at the line and trying to go deeper, but bitter experience had taught me to stand my ground and draw it closer step by step.

It was a duel of strength and will. For about ten minutes, I fought my invisible opponent, until its strength finally ran out, and it appeared on the surface.

That thing was a real monster, speckled brown, as long as my arm, looking more like a long-tailed snake than a fish. Sensing air, it resumed its furious struggle, but it was too late. Puffing and shaking with adrenaline, I kept my catch on a short leash. But what should I do with it next? How would I get it into the boat? It was an obvious predator, a large one at that, and possibly dangerous to humans! But releasing it meant accepting my defeat. We kept fighting for a few more minutes, but the hungry ape proved stronger and more determined, not to mention smart enough to use a stick. A few hits with a pole subdued the fish, and I managed to drag it into the boat, dropping it off a bit farther at the stern. There, I was in for a surprise: the lunker snapped out of it, spread its barbed fins, and started thrashing around, almost lunging at me, its fanged maw agape. We almost fell out of the boat before I finally succeeded in calming it down with a knife and a stick.

Phew! Wet, sweaty, panting, smeared in slime and fish blood, but pleased as a punch, I could at last examine my prize.

It was a weird mix of a reptile and a fish, extremely spiky and with a dorsal fin across the entire length of its serpentine body. It was covered with either miniature scales or a tough hide with greenish-brown spots and had gills and a mouth with spiny needle-sharp teeth. The most amazing part were its pectoral and pelvic fins, which seemed to be vestigial limbs like the webbed feet of a newt. No way! Could such a hybrid even walk ashore? I couldn’t recall any such species on Earth. By the way, the bait it had swallowed was a silver small fry that had grabbed my grasshopper bait. A tiny freshwater moray eel; if there were any larger specimens, I might have to be more careful. That said, the laws of nature dictated that small things didn’t attack larger ones, except in self-defense...

After taking a break, I realized that I was not far from the site of last night’s anomalous glow. Yes, exactly — the light that had attracted the jellyfish was right between two groups of lily pads, one of which bloomed with a huge snow-white flower. How about we take a look?

Finding the spot wasn’t hard. The glow, if you looked closely, was visible even during day, golden streaks playing on the water. I rowed up to it and laid down on the broadside, dangling my head to see what was going on below.

Through the hazy veil of the surface, I could make out an illuminated area overgrown with long ribbons of algae. The lake there wasn’t too deep, ten to thirteen feet. The vegetation and the distortion caused by the water didn’t let me get a good glimpse of the source of the glow. I couldn’t see anything except for a blurry smudge of light. It was clearly something small, comfortably nestled in the ledge of a green stone slab under the cover of aquatic plants. What could that possibly be?

I sighed deeply. From the looks of it, I would have to take a swim.

Mooring the boat next to the water lilies and using their pads (which easily supported my weight) as a springboard, I slipped into the cold lake water. Yecch!

I had to dive quite a bit before my fingers touched something round and hard. The glowing thing was the size of a coconut but not too heavy. On my third attempt, I managed to lift it, press it to my chest with one hand, and emerge. I swam up to a lily pad, threw my new trophy on the leaf, and climbed up myself.

In the air, its light was much brighter but not blinding — a gentle golden radiance that immediately drowned everything around it. I covered the item with my hands to dampen the glow and finally examine it.

It looked like a round irregularly-shaped nut flattened on two sides, wet and cold, covered with something akin to a glassy textured shell, like a pine cone with tightly pressed scales, and seemingly filled with an inner light. The shimmering aura colored my palms molten gold, radiating through my fingers like warm sunshine.

That thing didn’t look artificial. Everything about its appearance and shape suggested a natural origin: a nut, a cone, a pit, a giant seed...

A glowing seed. I shifted my gaze to the horizon, where the gargantuan tree glowed with the same light, then back to the golden seed.

Oh boy...

I decided to put it into the cryptor to dry out.

On the shore, for the first time, I saw Shoo water his vegetables. Not paying me much attention, the tiny gardener kept running to the lake, filling his cheek pouches with water, and squirting it out just under the bushes. Along the way, he loosened the soil, plucked out the decaying leaflets, and ate the insects. The perfect order across the patches was clearly maintained by hard daily labor. I didn’t doubt anymore that the quick-witted chonker had planted everything himself rather than discover an abandoned garden. How and why he did that remained a mystery. Shoo was unlikely to have true sentience — it seemed closer to an instinct, a natural phenomenon...

After unloading my catch — it was going to be a fish day — and drying myself by the fire, I considered my next steps. The Vox was silent; there were no traces of humans or any sentient activity around. What was I going to do next? Continue to wait, burn fires, and hope that someone would rescue me? Or take control of my destiny and get moving? But where would I go then? I could think of only one direction — the Tree. It was the natural center of the local microcosm, an incredible phenomenon, and if any people lived on the planet, they must have visited it. Too bad that going by the distance, traveling there would take more than even a week...

Maybe I shouldn’t do anything yet. Rash decisions suck. I had a camp on the island, a nice spot with water and food. I was going to survive. I just had to wait for a week or so. If nobody came along, I would start packing. Until then, there was the area around the lake to explore. My closest target was the granite “wall” that cut a torn line through the forest almost ten miles away. If I found a spot where I could climb one of its bizarre cliffs, I would see way more than from a tree.

My decision was made. I changed into a field jumpsuit and headed alongshore, the island with Shoo quickly fading in the distance behind the treetops. I was traveling light: the cryptor was humanity’s greatest invention. The holstered handgun and the hunting knife hung on my new belt, and in my hands, I held a stick made out of the spear-tree with a piece of plasteel attached — just in case.

Nothing had changed at the capsule’s crash site, except for the bird and animal footprints on the charred ground around the crater. I gathered a few more pieces of metal and picked off all remaining wires — the cryptor was big enough, and better have that than not. Then I continued on my way to the mountain peaks shimmering pink above the forest.

I hadn’t gone so far before. New kinds of flora and fauna, unusual plants, butterflies, and birds captured my eyes. Many of them looked truly alien, like a giant reddish shrub covered in cobwebs with scarlet spiky balls for fruits, or something similar to a palm with ethereal threads playing in the wind instead of leaves. I tried to stay away from the especially odd-looking specimens, just taking photos for the Vox’s gallery. In fact, I made sure to avoid making noise as I walked — who knew what creatures might hide deep in the woods? I still couldn’t get last night’s skeleton out of my head.

The mountain wall wasn’t solid, breaking into several bastions divided by wide gaps. Rock screes and conglomerations of gray, reddish-brown, and pink prismatic cliffs became more and more frequent, and the forest began to thin out. Granite or quartz? I wondered as I studied the rocks covered in multicolored veins and flecks. Unfortunately, my memory was silent — evidently, unlike shooting and fishing, I had little experience in the geology department in the past.

I managed to climb the wall only after the local noon, having demonstrated my mountaineering skills a couple of times, as there was no direct path up. Still, it was worth it: the view from there was breathtaking.

First of all, I could finally take a good look at my lake. Its shape was surprisingly similar to a sleeping woman, its shores tracing the lines of wide hips, waistline, breasts, hair, and arms folded behind her head. What an unusual play of nature — or just my bad associations. In any case, Maiden Lake wasn’t such a bad name...

The compass in my cryptor wasn’t working, its needle randomly spinning — the planet’s magnetic field must be significantly different from the Earth’s. In the end, I used the Tree as the reference point, assigning it as the nominal true north. Anyway, the majestic snow-covered peaks that stretched out beneath the golden colossus turned out to be really far away.

I could clearly see that the blue-green canopy of the forest went all the way up to the northern mountains: an endless sea of trees broken only by many asymmetrical cliffs standing tall like islets. Riddled with numerous holes, they suddenly appeared to me not as peaks intricately molded by wind and water but as astonishingly ancient ruins long since swallowed up by the woods, the gnawed skeletons of once elegant buildings as high as Earth’s skyscrapers.

Figuring out their initial appearance was impossible, but they definitely had nothing to do with the architecture of my home planet. The ruins exuded alienness, with smooth flying contours of buildings, their sections fused together like melted candles, and complex shapes reminiscent of spirals, pointed spikes, or swelling sails.

I held my breath, finally realizing the scale of what I was seeing. Those were the ruins of a giant alien hyperpolis stretching for hundreds of miles in both directions or maybe even more — the broken spires went on with no end in sight.

So much for a virgin world. The things in front of me could have been built only by intelligent beings, not necessarily humans — the ruins looked too weird for them.

Maybe I should take a walk there, get a closer look at the wrecked buildings? Perhaps I could find traces of civilization and learn where I had ended up? But that trip would take more than a day — it was pretty far...

On the other three sides, a long-range survey was hampered by the mountain slopes — my lake was squeezed between the foothills of a large massif — but to the nominal west, I could still make out lots of streams and lakes peeking out from under the cover of the trees, and to the south, the forest abruptly stopped, transforming into an endless yellow-green plain. There in the haze loomed the outline of another mountain chain, farther away, with a distinctive trident of an enormous peak, the highest I had ever seen. Beyond them lurked something dull and gray, transitioning into dark shadows, but there was no way to know what it was.

I spent a long time looking for any traces of human activity on the odd horizon limited only by refraction. I found nothing at all, except for the clouds of dust on the plain — but that might have been a storm or a trail left by a herd of local animals.

It was already dusk when I returned to the island, tired and angry. Shoo let out a long welcoming whistle and brought a purple carrot as a consolation gift.

“Are you implying it’s time for dinner?” I asked him wearily. The furry gardener purred, content, and handed me a fluffy pumpkin. What a quick thinker!

For dinner there was fish. Visually, it differed little from its Earth counterparts, and according to the analyzer, its biochemical composition also met the requirements for organics. A chunk of snakefish got the same verdict. However, I was too squeamish to consume the latter — it looked too creepy.

As I cleaned and disemboweled my catch, I recalled my musings about virtual reality. That thought seemed amusing by that point. The fish heads, the scales, offal and blood in all their gory detail, the cut finger, the sooty pot, the swampy smell of the lake, the taste of ash on my lips— how could all of that be simulated?

No way, guys. Unfortunately, the world I was in was real.

With salt and pepper at hand, the fish spread on pegs over the fire and roasted until crunchy tasted like heaven. The pumpkin was great for dessert, too. The floof’s patches were growing empty — the greedy ape turned out to be a real glutton of a neighbor. Why was he growing all of that, I wonder? I hadn’t seen Shoo eat anything except for insectile pests. Maybe he had entire catacombs of winter preserves hidden under the garden?

Sunset came quickly — I still called it “sunset” even if no sun ever set. I waited for the Tree to fade completely and checked the stopwatch I had started at the same moment the day before.

24 hours 59 minutes 54 seconds

The day-and-night cycle regulated by the glowing tree matched Earth almost perfectly. Just an hour of difference... Or maybe it wasn’t a coincidence? Despairing to find an explanation for the local mysteries, I watched Shoo a bit more — he wasn’t anywhere near shy anymore and even let himself be petted — and finally hit the sack.

But I didn’t get any sleep that night.


Chapter 6

SHOO WAS THE ONE to raise the alarm. He let out a piercing whistle and started squealing like he was being murdered. All of that was accompanied by a loud rustling, crunching, and angry growling. We had visitors, and going by the nasty sounds, it was a large predator! 

Numb with fear, I turned on the flashlight, reading the gun, and burst out of the tent. Whoever had come, I had to confront them immediately, before the friendly gardener got eaten!

A black shadow was immediately apparent in the violet twilight slightly dispersed by the smoldering campfire and the glowsticks attached to the palisade stakes. I saw a lean anthracite body glistening from the water, a spiked mane, and most importantly, six glowing yellow eyes, each pair above the other. The night wolf had returned, and the lake proved no obstacle to it!

My fence must have stopped it from getting inside the tent, or maybe it got interested in Shoo right away and tried digging up his burrow — the pile of dirt surrounded by torn plants in the garden testified to the latter. But all of those details didn’t matter, because upon my arrival, the beast stirred and jerked to the side. However, it wasn’t scared — it was attacking!

I heard a high-pitched whistle, and pain seared through my shoulder and chest. In turn, I fired twice, missing my target: the enemy’s movements were swift and unpredictable. The black wolf deftly slipped out of the lit spot, reappearing from a completely unexpected side, and leaped forward, trying to vault over the fence and dangling from it. The stakes crackled under the furious onslaught, slowly bending to the ground, and I recoiled as bare fangs and savage yellow eyes loomed right in front of me. It seemed like they had no pupils, just a solid golden glowing iris!

That was the beast’s mistake. I fired point-blank straight into its grinning mouth, six or seven shots merging into one. The growling turned into a sobbing wail; the creature squealed, fell down from the fence, and darted to the side once again. It was still alive! I frantically searched the grass and bushes with the flashlight beam, trying to catch the elusive silhouette and finally locating it as far as seven feet away, right next to the water. I fired again, trying to keep it in the spotlight, and missed. Despite the wounds, the predator moved extremely fast, and my hands were shaking with adrenaline on top of that. A loud splash of water came. From the looks of it, my opponent was hiding in the shoreline sedge, and I lost time by trying to comb through the grass with my flashlight. I realized that I had miscalculated when I saw a breaking wave expand in a triangle on the surface of the lake. Having met resistance, the beast had fled, already crossing two-thirds of the distance to the land! Carefully aiming the glowing dot of the aim assistant, I continued firing until the magazine was empty. The haze above the water obstructed my view, and the creature was already pretty far away, so it managed to reach the shore, barely climbed out of water, and finally made a run of it, limping at every step.

The bastard was gone.

It was over. I could breathe out in relief: we had managed to fight it off. Shoo, whistling apprehensively in concern, peeked out from his torn-up burrow. Thankfully, he was safe and sound: the predator hadn’t got the chance to reach him. I felt guilty. After all, the wolf had tracked us to the camp thanks to my footprints, smell, and noise. Otherwise, it would have long since found the island and scarfed up the tiny gardener. I had hoped that the lake would stop it, but no — the creature turned out to be seasoned, stubborn, and exceedingly dangerous. It remembered me and came to get its prey.

Recovering from the boiling adrenaline, I realized that I wasn’t left unharmed, either. The rickety stakes and the tent were studded with many black needles, and three of them had pierced my body, penetrating the thin jumpsuit. They stuck out of my left shoulder, chest, and right shoulder. Wincing from pain, I pulled them out — the wounds were shallow but quite uncomfortable. I felt a slight tingling around all three spots: my skin had turned light blue, swelling with blisters, and seemed to have lost sensitivity. Opening the first aid kit, I thrust the needle of the express analyzer into my shoulder and discovered a yellow indicator, prompting me to immediately shoot myself with a double dose of the universal antidote. The needles were poisoned! Yellow light meant an insignificant dose, but who knew what kind of substance that was and whether Earth medication would work on it?

However, I was fine. For half an hour, I felt slightly off, as if my arm and shoulder were numb, my fingers refusing to bend, but I bounced back soon — the antidote must have worked. I took a few more pills from the kit, treated the wounds with the coagulating spray, and injected the regenerator. The wolf’s needles didn’t seem like a serious weapon, and my injuries were light... but if the poison could paralyze — and going by the symptoms, that was quite possible — the creature’s tactics made sense. Any wound could slowly immobilize its opponent, transforming them into a helpless victim.

Going by the timer, morning was a few hours away. Just like two days before, the beast had come at the most traitorous time, in the dusk before dawn. It would come back, too, unless I finished it off. I had hit it at least a few times, and in the head, too. For any creature from Earth, such injuries would be lethal, but that monster had somehow managed to survive and escape. There was a chance it could recover, although I was really hoping that it was bleeding out under some bush right at that moment.

In any case, it was wounded and weak. As soon as dawn broke, I would follow the trail of its blood and deal it the final blow, or find its corpse and make sure that the problem was solved. Otherwise, neither Shoo nor I would ever get a good night’s sleep. The wolf was an enemy that had to be dealt with once and for all.

Until then, I had to prepare.

I pulled on another jumpsuit — the field version with thicker fabric, reinforced pads, and lots of pockets — and a jacket on top of it, then put the polymer goggles on my head. The flashlight, the gun, and both knives on the belt went without saying. I still needed something else to keep the beast at bay... Finding a suitable spear-tree stick, I quickly used my tools to make a notch and attach a long sharp piece of plasteel. I made sure to secure it, sparing no effort and wire. The result was a reasonably light and durable spear almost seven feet long. My ancestors would hunt bears with something like that, although a bit better-crafted...

After some thinking, I loaded a cartridge with an orange sticker into the injector. It was a stimulant temporarily boosting mental and physical performance. That thing wasn’t that useful, intended only for extreme situations, but quite powerful: after using it, you felt like a real hard-ass.

As soon as the Tree glowed gold, banishing the twilight, I started on the trail.

The beast had taken quite a beating: every few steps, its blood, crimson tinged with purple, was smeared on the ground, rocks, and grass. I had seriously counted on it dying along the way, but that never happened — the farther I went, the fewer bloodstains I found, as it the bleeding had subsided. Most likely, the creature had cast-iron constitution and regenerative abilities.

The trail led me through the woods up the slope, toward the pink bluffs. I walked for a long time, losing it twice and having to look for dark drops on the leaves and the stones. I wasn’t much of a tracker, but persistence and desire to get even made up for the lack of experience. I found its stopping place — the wounded beast must have used the spot under a large boulder to take a breather. It had a lot of coagulated blood and a couple of black needles.

Forward, I had to move forward! An hour later, I was smelling the rocks in the crevices of the quartz bastions. The ruins I had discovered early weren’t far, and I didn’t like that. Still, I needed closure; the difficulties with finding the tracks only made me angrier. I was going to find the wolf and finish it off, even if I had to spend a week and turn over every stone in the vicinity!

I found its lair in the afternoon. The trail led me into a dead-end ravine under an overhanging mountain. There, in the middle of a chaotic agglomeration of quartz cliffs, I saw a dark mouth of a cave. It looked odd, with large cracks spreading out across the rock from a narrow, almost triangular, gap: more like a remnant of an explosion than a naturally-occurring opening created by water or shifting rock strata.

The hole reeked of dampness, rot, and some other nasty stuff. There was enough space for an adult human man to climb into, but I wasn’t sure how large and deep the cave was. I stopped at the entrance, lit my flashlight, and tied it to the shaft of my spear using wire. I also activated the integrated aim assistant on my Defender. Determined, I gripped the gun with my right hand and, aiming the beaming spear with my left, climbed inside the creature’s lair.

The path led downward, the flashlight illuminating rough stones covered with veins and streaks of smeared blood. Had it crawled there on its last legs? It was a strange long passage not like an ordinary cave, with ridged round walls of unchanging diameter, as if dug out with a huge drill or by a gigantic worm crawling to the surface.

I must have walked down at least a hundred steps before finally finding the den. The flashlight’s beam revealed bones lying on the ground, the remains of the beast’s horrific meals.

It was there! A black long-maned shadow pounced at me from the darkness, so sudden and fast that I never managed to fire and reflexively dodged to the side. The creature landed on four paws, snapping its jaws in rage, immediately turned around, and jumped once again.

A shot fired. A squeal, a sob, an enraged vibrating growl. The predator didn’t stop and almost knocked me off my feet, trying to pin me down and get to my throat. My spear saved me, although not its tip but the flashlight: the creature seemed to fear the light more than steel.

Instead of attacking me, it furiously grabbed the shaft in an attempt to wrestle the spear from my grasp and break the flashlight off of it. And it succeeded! With a crunch, the monster’s powerful jaws locked on the metal cylinder. The light blinked and went off, a shower of blue sparks scattering in the darkness. Yelping in pain, the black wolf jumped aside and vanished. The green dot of the aim assistant betrayed movement, and I blindly fired two more bullets. But did I hit it or not?

Light, I urgently needed light! In the dark, the beast would make short work of me! Suddenly recalling the seed, I quickly pulled it out of the cryptor, and a golden radiance illuminated the cave, much brighter than the flashlight’s beam.

The wolf that was pressed into the corner let out a shrill howl. It started to smoke slightly, as if the light was physically burning it. It darted away, trying to flee for the depths of its lair, but it was already reeling, slow, and weak from the wounds and the blood loss.

I fired a few rounds point-blank, aiming straight at the yellow embers of its hateful eyes. That time, I didn’t miss.

The black wolf fell on its side, twitching reflexively for a while, then finally went limp and stopped. I picked up the gnawed stick and weakly poked it a few times, just in case. No reaction.

It was dead.

The ancient exhilaration of a hunter overtook me. I was stronger; I won; I killed the beast! And I had gotten off lightly: one successful pounce from that creature could have easily crippled me. With the familiar inhale-exhale exercise, I regained my lost breath while pulling out the needles stuck into the thick fabric of my jumpsuit — ten or more, at least. They didn’t seem to have pierced two layers of clothes, but I still wanted to take another dose of antidote to be safe.

Then I carefully examined my opponent.

It was a huge muscular creature larger than an adult wolf, tailless, with a head shaped like a hyena’s. It had pointed laid-back ears and an elongated maw with two rows of teeth, like a shark’s. And its eyes... Its face was bloody and ruined, but there were really six of them, three on each side, long, sharp, and covered by leathery eyelids.

The beast’s hide was black and as hard as molded rubber, and its mane that stretched from the head along the spine consisted of a mass of dark needles. The longest of them were as big as my palm, pearlescent, and by all appearances, extremely sharp. They had the same hue as the creature’s blood, crimson and almost black. Warily, I collected a few of them — they would make fine arrowheads.

It was then when I discovered that it wasn’t my imagination: the golden glow made the beast’s body emit smoke. So there was a reason it had been so afraid of light: it caused it unbearable pain! And that was extremely odd...

The stinky den itself was a small recess with the nibbled remains of its former master’s meals scattered across the floor. Were those animal and... human bones?

Unable to believe my eyes, I walked closer. Indeed, the blackened skull without a lower jaw seemed absolutely human. So there were people around?! A tibia... A part of a rib cage... All of that looked ancient enough to have lain there for a good hundred years. At last, I realized what had been haunting my sense of smell all that time.

It was the stench of a tomb. Old death, very old.

Then the rays of light fell on a narrow star-shaped crack in the cave wall surrounded by a pile of stones, revealing regular geometric outlines of something that could have only been built by intelligent beings.

Holy smoke!

I carefully approached the crack, listening hard and trying to make out what was inside. Then I climbed there, bending over a bit, straightened up, and slowly lifted the glowing seed with my free hand.

What I saw made me freeze in shock.

The lair was a hole cut into an underground cavern, small and seemingly sealed, as I couldn’t find any entrances (or exits) anywhere in sight.

In its middle was a three-step ziggurat made out of dull white metal, clearly the same as the ruins I had encountered. It looked like a spaceship walled up in rough rock, its every detail radiating smooth elegance: the work of a highly advanced culture that had nothing to do with humans.

Thin golden lines framed every step, wreathing the keyhole-shaped entrance in a twinned ornament. There had once been a gate there, its thickness rivaling the pressurized doors of a space station, but it was torn apart, leaving a huge gaping hole with edges curving inward. Soft starlight glowed through that opening, casting the cavern into dusk.

Human and non-human bones were strewn around the ziggurat in a wide arc: skulls, bones, and ribcages, old, bereft of all flesh, and blackened, as if charred. Something resembling a segmented bipedal lizard covered in armored scales was frozen right in front of the broken entrance. Inside, it was a tangle of metal, sparkling wires, and odd hardware. The lizard itself appeared to be melted like a candle but still bristled with something akin to long jagged blades. It was the size of a heavy Cybarm and looked as it had survived a blast of high-temperature plasma.

A war machine? Maybe. But I had never seen anything like that, and nobody was making such robots on Earth, I could swear. A completely different style, unknown technology, and a strange weapon, if that was even a weapon.

Suddenly, I realized why the wolf had made that place its home and where it found the old bones. That place had once hosted a battle between nameless opponents fighting God only knew why and how, but the mechanism that was stuck in a threatening stance and the dead bodies clearly had been lying there for a very long time. The remains looked a lot like human, but no evidence to their origins had survived. They looked really weird, anyway — completely stripped from flesh and clothes, as if burned down.

I threw another glance at the torn entrance to the pyramid. Someone had tried to open it and evidently succeeded. It was possible that the corpses around me belonged to the unlucky lockpickers. Were they treasure hunters that had somehow learned the coordinates of a cache and drilled a tunnel to it? But what killed them? That scorched blade-wielding reptile? But if you looked closely, it wasn’t turned toward them but toward the ziggurat...

The remains couldn’t tell me much. Barely anything was left: piles of charred bones whose owners had long since turned into dust with their clothes and gear.

I caught myself thinking that I didn’t feel any fear or disgust. Maybe my temporary fearlessness was the result of the antidote-regenerator-stimulant cocktail boiling in my veins, but my only emotion was burning curiosity. There were people there; with my own eyes, I saw the traces of a strange civilization that may have inhabited that world.

I had to finish what I had started. I had to overcome my fears! I was in a sealed dead-end cave with only dust and ancient bones around me. There was no danger, or the beast wouldn’t have put its lair in the tunnel. Regrets about my own cowardice would gnaw at me if I didn’t find out what was glowing there in the broken doorway of the ziggurat.

With those thoughts, I made a few steps forward and stopped dead as an azure gleam shining ahead illuminated the cave.

“Ento! Vel mys ti asth lyne!”

A woman’s clear voice hurt my ears.

A girl appeared in the gap under the pyramid.

She came out of nowhere, as if woven from the air, slender and really tall, with long hair of pure gold, dressed in fancy azure, white, and gold clothes resembling both a tight dress and a fluttering cloak. Lots of intricate details, a complicated belt with a geometric pattern, odd accessories: a completely unorthodox style, both ancient and imperceptibly futuristic.

“Ai, Taelys Kel Amyss, taegi ym! Ento!” Her intonation indicated unquestioned authority. The sounds of her words felt familiar, but together, they fused into something incomprehensible.

To say that I was taken aback would be an understatement. A fallen meteorite would have made less of an impact. A real person! A woman! And so beautiful that she looked not even human but something beyond that, the perfect specimen of homo sapiens, an elegant flawless demigoddess. But where had she come from?!

“Who... are you?” I asked, licking my dry lips. My voice sounded like a crow’s cawing against her clear melodious soprano.

“Ento!” the demigoddess warned sternly, gracefully raising her hand. It was an order. A threat. A gesture of prohibition — she didn’t want me to come closer.

I instinctively stepped back and seemed to have crossed an invisible line. The girl immediately disappeared, as if the lights went off. For a few seconds, I stared at the empty space in front of me, but nothing was changing. But as soon as I took a step forward, the lights went up! The golden-haired demigoddess spoke again, her commands ringing in the air.

Another step.

“Ai, Taelys Kel Amyss, taegi ym! Ento!”

The same intonation, the same pose, and the same expression. I took two steps back, and she was gone once again.

She wasn’t a living person but a... recording? Stepping forward for the third time and triggering her return, I threw a pebble at the demigoddess, and it went straight through her. She was just a talking ghost, an incredibly realistic hologram left there by the ancient builders of the pyramid. But what was she warning about? Why didn’t she want anyone to come inside?

I could only learn that by experimenting.

I took another step forward.

“Ento!” The girl’s tone became even harsher. It sounded like a threat. She moved her hand in a practiced gesture, as if flipping through a Vox menu, and a glowing spectral circle studded with mysterious symbols flashed in front of her. Most of all, it resembled a pentagram — azure-gold lines and patterns, lots of intricate icons — and at the same time, an augmented reality interface, albeit an unfamiliar one. Earth AR never reached such three-dimensionality, realism, and vividness; its color scheme and stylistics were completely alien, too.

Honestly, it seemed closer to ancient magic.

“Ani tor!” The girl’s eyes swelled with an unearthly silver glow, shining like tiny stars, and she made a sharp gesture toward me.

The symbols in the spectral circles began spinning, obeying the movements of her nimble fingers. One of them grew in size, filling the entire circle with its angular outline, and flared brightly, making a beeline for me.

Boom!

A blinding bright blue flame permeated with azure lightning bolts blazed around me — but only around, never crossing some invisible border. Everything outside it that wasn’t touching me burned down in a second. Only a charred stump remained of my spear, its tip dissipating in a pool of sparkling metal. Thick smoke rose in the air. I was standing in the center of a large scorched spot.

I was completely unharmed, even if barely keeping myself from shitting my pants.

Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!

The girl disappeared once again. Freezing from fear, I realized that she wasn’t a simple hologram. It was a trap that triggered as soon as uninvited guests crossed the line of the protective circle. Most likely, it was her who had killed the previous visitors, whose bones were scattered just next to me. I was supposed to join their ranks, adding up to the menagerie of charred skeletons.

But why hadn’t I?

The golden seed in my left hand scorched my hand. It was so hot that I struggled to hold it and seemed to be pulsating. Suddenly, I realized that the blue flames had stopped at the edge of the light it emitted. The seed completely blocked the trap’s fiery blast: everything around me was scalding, and I didn’t even break a sweat. How it did was a complete enigma. I couldn’t even begin to imagine on what principles it worked and what exactly protected me.

Perhaps I should have turned around and run for my life, but I had already gotten lucky twice that day, and as you know, third time’s the charm. I took another step forward...

Nothing. I flew up the giant stairs and quickly entered the torn gates of the ziggurat. The gap between the golden doors, bent inward by a terrible explosion, was large enough to fit an entire crew. The female hologram blinked out once again: evidently, her operational range ended outside the door.

And then it became clear where I ended up. It wasn’t a temple, a treasure, or a cache.

It was a crypt.

There wasn’t much space inside, just a small room mostly occupied by a rectangular slab of white metal with golden veins. Smooth and reaching up to my waist, it resembled an ancient altar.

On it, as if half-fused into the slab, lay a crucified black skeleton. It was solid black, as if carved from ebony, fully devoid of clothes or flesh. Strange chains covered with sharp jagged blades were bound around it, crossing the chest and restraining the stretched wrists and ankles. I shuddered. Whoever they were, their death was horrifying — the spikes on the chains had gone deep into the bone itself. That didn’t look like a resting place. Someone had tortured and executed that person there... or had they been left there crucified and chained to the altar? A ritual sacrifice? I had no idea, but what I saw was scary as hell.

There were no appliances around, nothing at all, just the altar, the chains, and the skeleton. Abruptly, I noticed my wrist cryptor blink blue. It was the indicator of the A-type radiation that I knew nothing about. Was it life-threatening? If the engineers of the Cosmo Project had added such a feature into the bracelet, it must have been important...

I had to leave, and the sooner, the better.

However, I also needed to make the most of my find. Raising clouds of dust, I walked over the altar once again, carefully studying the skeleton.

Malevolent black bones. It wasn’t enamel or a layer of soot — the tissue itself had that color. The amazingly well-preserved skull was covered with an intricate golden ornament, encircling the temples and the front like a helmet. At first, I thought that it was a decoration, but no — the metal was fused to the bone like an inlay or an implant. The corpse’s teeth were made of gold, too, and had no canines. All of them seemed even and perfectly preserved but had a completely different structure that a human’s. The shape of the eye sockets was also distinct, as were the skull’s proportions. It seemed delicate and exquisitely crafted, and together with the golden ornament, a real work of art. I struggled to imagine what that creature had looked like in life but was certain: despite their two arms, two legs, and one head, it had nothing to do with humans.

Another adornment on the crucified body was a sparkling teardrop above the nose bridge. Resembling an iridescent elongated diamond, it was an integral part of the skull. A gem? Or... an implant?

I carefully touched it with my glove, and the socket on the skull suddenly became empty, the teardrop spreading across my fingers in a brilliant silver light. It was bright enough to be coming from the gate to paradise itself. Then the light started sinking into my hand, and I felt the scorch of burning metal.

The pain was so strong that I screamed, then tried to shake it off me, but nothing helped: the incandescent needles ran through my shoulder, hit the stomach, and pieced the spine. My legs gave way and I fell. For a few more seconds, my consciousness still resisted, but then the pain reached it, and the world around me went dark.


Interlude. The White Devil

HE WAS RUNNING, running away, a cloud of black poison around him, leaving the howling, rumbling, and thunder of hissing, gnashing, and frenzied screaming behind. 

A lost battle was raging there.

A dazzling light flashed behind him like a lightning bolt, followed by a deafening explosion, so powerful that the ground trembled and cracked, throwing him face-first into sharp rocks. A wave of furious power of someone’s Aspects overwhelmed him. The Reshapers were close, they were on his trail! That was Glimmer’s Dao Enai or Elysian’s Eos — he could sense them, remembered their Runes, knew their names.

He turned around and saw streaks of lightning drill through the sky and tongues of blue flame lick the white-gold spires. Spectral Blades kept falling on his city, cleaving through the buildings, the avenues, and the bridges barely visible in the thick haze of black smoke. Skyhawks were already swooping down, finishing off the survivors among the ruins. How many had they killed that day? How many more would they kill?

With their deaths, those who fought there gave him a chance...

No, there was no escape! It was too late.

Three fiery pillars of Translocation lit up, trapping him in a triangle. They stepped out, burning with azure and gold in their armor of hard light, the glow of Starblood in their eyes.

Elysian was to the right, a golden-haired giant with a huge sword, scarlet like blood. His Aspect burned with spectral flames, shrouding the warrior in a glowing aura, and the blue lightning sparks falling off it sizzled as they stung the ground.

To the left was Dragonslayer in his gruesome armor. A spectral three-headed beast stood behind his back, spreading its enormous wings.

Glimmer was between them, elegant and beautiful. He knew the price of her beauty, as well as of her treachery. She was the youngest of the Reshapers, yet to reach a millennium in age, but no less deadly than the others.

He could handle the bloodhounds of Eternity or even the best warriors of the Hawks, but he had no chance against them. One by one, at his full strength — maybe, but not almost out of Blood and Runes, depleted in the hopeless battle.

“How many more Reshapers have landed on Unity?” he yelled derisively. “The entire thousand? Or do the Empyreans still have vultures like you”?

“Enough to crush you,” Dragonslayer suddenly replied.

“I’m just one of many,” he sneered.

“And we’ll destroy every single one of you.”

Their Slates bloomed with azure fire.

He managed to deflect the first attack. Harmonic Shield thwarted Eos’ lightning, and Rune of Slain Warlords, flashing gold, even forced two of the attackers on the defensive. But those were his final trump cards, and Glimmer was still behind his back.

While they struggled against the ghosts, he activated Celestial Staff, but that bitch was faster. She struck him with Rune of Anor, and the searing flame from heavens engulfed him. The claws of her Aspect, a giant firebird, clutched him in a steely grip, tearing the Staff away, and threw him on the ground without mercy, trying to rip apart the stubborn victim.

Yet he persisted, lit on fire, bleeding, having lost his right hand together with the Celestial Staff. He still had a few surprises in store. Ice Porcupine Needles, augmented by Runes of Annihilation and Flight, burst out in all directions, destroying Glimmer’s Aspect tormenting him. Even silver Runes can be of use if put into the right combination! But Dragonslayer dodged, and Elysian easily parried the Needles. The next blow brought him to his knees.

Lacking both hands, blazing like a torch, he found the strength to laugh in his enemies’ faces.

“And... that’s all? All you can muster?”

“What a stubborn asshole!” Glimmer muttered, hatred in her voice. The short scuffle didn’t leave her without a scratch either; her Aspect was gone, and blood trickled down from her thin nose.

“Don’t come near him!” Elysian warned. “And don’t let him burn down!”

“You’re all just... nobodies.”

The fury on his enemies’ faces made him smile. He was ready to accept true death: from Runes, Aspects, or weapons bearing the seal of Eternity — did it really matter? Come on!

“No.” Elysian shook his head, as if having read his thoughts. “We won’t let you die. Your plan has long since been uncovered.”

“Oblivion awaits you, but not the one you expect!” Dragonslayer smirked viciously, summoning a new Rune. A barbed whip started spinning around his opponent. Like a serpent, it lashed at him, and a new pain joined the old one, only even more agonizing. The chain twisted around him, biting into his flesh and tearing it apart, then lifted him in the air and stretched him like a string, shivering and utterly helpless.

“That’s all. There’s no getting out. Too bad we can’t take him to Eternity,” he heard Glimmer’s voice. “Disgrace doesn’t work in Unity, and I’d love to see what kind of Lowly he would make.”

“And I don’t,” Elysian replied after a pause, his tone heavy.

“Do you want to know what we’ll do to you?” Glimmer’s face was an inch away from his. “We’ll break your Slate, strip you of your Attributes, and take your Blood,” she muttered through her teeth spitefully. “But not all of it. We’ll leave a bit, just a drop, so you can never truly die. Thousands of years of pleasure in pain await you. I’ll make sure of that personally, wretch!”

She spat viciously in his face. He returned the gesture, and Glimmer gasped, throwing her head back, and screamed in agony, clutching her smoking face with her hands.

“I told you to stay back!” Elysian reappeared in his view.

“Cowards and pigs... nothing more,” he grunted hoarsely with his last bit of strength, addressing the golden-haired giant. “But you, Elysian! A Kel Ammos... from the Darkstar Pleiad! Aren’t you... disgusted?”

“Eternity will judge us.” Elysian’s face froze. “Enough chatter. Do it!”


Chapter 7

I WOKE UP. With an effort, I sat up, clinging to the edge of the pedestal with the skeleton, and picked up the golden seed lying nearby. 

I was alive.

I... had seen it. I looked through the eyes of the man crucified on the stone slab, fought in his battle, and even felt his pain like my own. Huge winged silhouettes diving from the sky on a burning city, runic interfaces aflame, warriors in fantastical armor, spectral auras and soaring glyphs turning into deadly... magic? And even if I couldn’t understand the language spoken by the participants of those events, who seemed more like demigods than humans, one thing was certain: I was shown the fall of the city that lay in ruins in the forest. I saw the final battle, the capture and execution of the chained man. And that holographic girl guarding him — she was there too, real, beautiful, and incredibly evil. So what had the dead man done to deserve such fate? And most importantly, what happened to me?

I examined the hand that I had used to touch the sparkling drop. The glove was unharmed, as were the fingers underneath it. Breathing heavily, I took the express analyzer out of the cryptor, pricked my shoulder, and waited for five seconds... The light was green. My body’s biochemistry was fine. So why had I passed out, and where did that shiny thing go? Could that be a data transfer method?

Fine, I was alive, and that was what mattered. Sure, my head hurt a bit, but I had probably hit it during the fall...

I stood up, took another look at the black skeleton, and almost shuddered — it was encircled in a scarlet augmented reality frame. A few confusing symbols lit up above it, their shape reminding me of runes or ideograms. I had seen something like that on the runic circles of the holographic girl and the skeleton’s three captors.

What devilry was that? I turned away, and the light disappeared, then looked back, and it returned but outlined the barbed chains. They burned icy gold and were marked with a single floating rune shaped like the chains themselves, only coiled.

All right... Was I asleep? Was that really happening to my eyes? Or a hallucination after that weird vision?

I warily touched the spectral rune hovering above the chains. In theory, if it was a hologram or an augmented reality element, my hand was supposed to go straight through... or activate the icon.

And that’s exactly what happened. As soon as I touched the icon, it disappeared, pulled into... my fingers? Before my eyes, in the visual cortex where I usually saw the mnemonic interface of Vox, flashed a rectangular object resembling a scroll or a slate. A rune marked with a chain slowly manifested inside it, a smaller copy of the one I had just seen.

I blinked, and the scroll vanished. The chains on the altar that had bound the corpse vanished as well. They were just gone, literally. The skeleton itself, freed from its shackles, instantly turned into black dust.

I hastily stepped back a few paces — inhaling that crap was the last thing I wanted. So what the hell was going on? After touching the sparkling teardrop and receiving a vision, I had obtained the ability to see and interact with the local version of augmented reality? If you could call it that, of course, although, despite the visual differences, their shared principles stood out. Most Earth devices equipped with a mnemonic interface operated in a similar way: hand, thought, direction of gaze.

I turned to look at the golden seed I was holding in my hand to illuminate the area around me, focused on it, and the object immediately bloomed with dozens of golden pictograms. So many symbols... but I had no idea what they meant. The local alphabet must have had something in common with hieroglyphics or ideograms, where every symbol was a word, a notion, or even a phrase. But how would I learn that language?

I decided to figure it out later. Until then, I had to leave the cave. Going by the timer, I had been out for more than two hours. I needed to return to the camp before the Tree set. I wasn’t sure I could find my way in the dark.

The holographic demigoddess didn’t try to stop me anymore. She probably only attacked those who crossed the protective circle from the outside. My new sight, however, gave me a surprise: one of the piles of charred bones flashed blue as well, in two spots at once. I discovered two new runes, one of them pearly-white and sparkly, depicting something like a bead encircled by a glowing aura, and another silvery, outlining some strange object.

As soon as I held out my hand, the first rune disappeared, momentarily flashing with the same otherworldly light as the sparkling drop on the skeleton’s skull. The second, however, remained, drawing my attention to an odd spot in the dead man’s elbow bone. I wouldn’t have noticed it otherwise, a triangular silver inlay right in the bone tissue reminiscent of the indent in the black skull, only the latter was larger, more intricate, and made of gold. Well, if those white and yellow metals even had anything to do with silver and gold from Earth in the first place...

Remembering what had happened, I proceeded with extreme caution, but the weird fragment came off surprisingly easily. A thick silver nail with a triangular head was lying in my palm. The craftsmanship was splendid: I couldn’t imagine sticking such a thing into a person’s arm without mutilating them. The nail was surrounded by a bunch of holographic pictograms, didn’t react to my touch, and, apparently, had served the deceased as an implant. That civilization was by no means primitive. Judging by what I had seen, it was the opposite: its progress was several centuries ahead of us. Or maybe it had chosen another path... I doubted that humans could duplicate most of the things from my vision.

Damn, my head hurt like hell! Glancing over the cavern and the ziggurat crypt and finding nothing else of interest, I went upstairs to the spot of light at the end of the tunnel. There was no doubt anymore that it had been drilled by the people who wanted to open the tomb but failed. I had more luck... if you can call that luck, of course.

I had to stop by the body of the night wolf. It also had an outline — greenish-brown. That entire color scale definitely indicated something. As many as three glyphs flashed above the bloodstained body: the already familiar pearly teardrop, a plain light gray combination of three squiggles, and a grass-green image with a more complex shape. All icons disappeared as soon as I reached out to them, momentarily replaced by a flashing scroll sign, and two new runes sprang up next to the picture of the chain! I tried to touch them, but the scroll flickered again and vanished, not letting me do anything.

I also found an egg, carefully set up in a rocky recess among the piles of gnawed bones and covered with the same purple-black coating as the slain beast, just much thinner. It was cold but pulsated when I touched it. So, on top of everything, those creatures laid eggs?! Were they reptiles and not warm-blooded? A mix of wolf, porcupine, and lizard? What kind of mutant was that?!

My head was throbbing with pain. Barely realizing what I was doing, I picked up the egg and put it into the cryptor. Another local curiosity — maybe it would come in handy? I had to take a painkiller...

But medicine didn’t help. Maybe the pain was the result of a concussion I might have sustained from the fall at the altar. In any case, when I left the lair, I could only think about one thing: getting to my island as quickly as possible and collapsing on the rug in the tent. My journey was a weird one: my mind was foggy, some trees and plants glowed with a bright outline, but I was too distracted — I felt worse and worse. Something was happening to me, and that something wasn’t good. My headache didn’t let me process what it was.

I reached the lake when it was already dark. I found the boat hidden in the bushes and sailed to the island, acting on autopilot, as if I were delirious. Shoo greeted me with a whistle. He was digging around in his patches and had almost restored his garden, but I paid no attention to him. Reeling and barely thinking, I climbed into the tent and collapsed in exhaustion. The pain intensified, spreading into my spine, arms, and legs, almost paralyzing me, as if something alien was sprouting inside of me, taking root in my nervous system. Glyphs and runes flashed before my inner sight, strange symbols and elements of interface that couldn’t be my memories from Earth.

I tried administering another injection but couldn’t unlock the cryptor: my arms and legs barely obeyed me, nausea was coming in waves, and my mind floated somewhere away from the body, trying to save itself from the spasms of agony. At some point, they became so unbearable that my brain mercifully shut down.

Hallucinations gave way to oblivion, and then, as if protecting my agitated mind, I was visited by a cozy, pleasant, refreshing flashback of a dream. And that time, it belonged to ME.

“...And then I thought: what am I losing? I went and applied, took the test, passed the virtual interview, and, imagine that, got accepted! They promoted me to rank two straight away. Now I’m a Specialist, main specialization: Ancient History Teacher, secondary: Informational Archivist. The only thing left to do is to make a digital mold. I’ve already made an appointment. Cool, right?”

As she spoke, Charade kept smiling and playing with my fingers. The rising sun percolating through the green lacework of leaves made her squint. We were sitting on sand, our faces fanned by a pleasant light breeze tasting of sea, turquoise ocean waves softly rippling nearby. A grumbling surf licked the crooked snow-white sandspit, and white triangles of sails loomed on the horizon.

“Congratulations, Charade. Actually, I’m a Specialist too.”

“And what’s your specialization?”

“Sorry, I can’t tell you.” I carefully brushed grains of sand from her round tanned shoulder. “Stellar Fleet’s regulations forbid me from disclosing it.”

“Even to me?” Charade pursed her lips.

“Even to you.” I smiled. “What if you’re a Luddite spy? Or, worse, a Martian Republican?”

“You got me!” the girl exclaimed with a giggle, dimples popping up on her olive cheekbones. “But if Cosmo pans out, we’ll meet again, and Martians will learn your secret anyway, my Sigurd!”

“Sigurd?” I grinned. “Why Sigurd?”

“It sounds similar to your name. If you’re oh-so-mysterious, I’ll start calling you after the ancient hero.” Charade smiled back at me. “Have you read ‘The Nibelungs’?”

“I think there was something in our Ancient History course...”

“So tell me the truth,” she said, staring me right in the eye. “Are you happy that I joined Cosmo too?”

“Of course. I was hoping you’d make this decision. I want us to be together forever.”

She let my hands go and ran along the edge of the waves, pulling me with her.

“Let’s take a swim!” she yelled, her voice clear. “Try and catch me!”

Her translucent gossamer pareo fluttered in the wind, revealing her slender body. She kept looking back, flashing me brilliant smiles and laughing, the sun shining through her light fluffy hair and glittering on her bronze waterdrop-covered skin.

Drenched in the salty ocean spray, I ran after her, chasing the giggling girl and succumbing to an age-old game. An incoming wave broke against the rocks and doused my face with droplets, momentarily blurring my vision.

And I woke up.

Water was splashing into my face.

Shoo! My furry neighbor had somehow gotten inside the tent (I probably forgot to zip it up) and started spraying my face with cold water the same way as his vegetable patches: by spitting out a thin stream from his cheek pouches. He probably intended to bring me to my senses that way, but it was hardly a pleasant experience — spluttering, I sat down, wiping my face with my palms. Startled for a moment, he quickly recovered, sticking his curious snout into the tent and whistling in greeting.

“A yurr,” an unfamiliar voice said suddenly. It was male and as deep as a bell at the bottom of the ocean.

What was that? Worried, I started looking around, trying to find the source of the voice, but there was nobody, and it was definitely talking subvocally, straight into my middle ear. A yurr? What was a yurr?

As if to answer my question, Shoo was surrounded by a gray frame with a pictogram that suddenly transformed into the familiar Latin alphabet. The letters kept changing imperceptibly before finally falling into words.

Field Yurr (90% term match)

No Starblood present

“Yurr?” I repeated, confused, as I looked at the animal. Shoo immediately gave me his confirmation, purring in content.

“Yurr, yurrrrr, yurr...”

And then I saw an absolutely unambiguous augmented reality message, also written in Latin letters but subtly adapted to the style of the symbols from the day before.

NEUROTRANSFORMATION COMPLETE


Chapter 8

NEUROTRANSFORMATION? 

I felt surprisingly great, well-rested and refreshed. The terrible headache was gone, and I noticed no signs of concussion anymore, as if I hadn’t been writhing in agony the other day, blacking out from pain. So was the neutral transformation, whatever it was, the root of the problem?

Something horrible had happened to me. The whole mind screw started right after I touched the sparkling teardrop and passed out! Teardrops, runes, inscriptions... Something had snuck inside me and altered my senses, adapting them to... to what?! And the voice, what was the voice speaking in my head? Hallucinations, or was it really there?

I had no answer, and nobody could confirm or deny my suspicions.

I crawled out of the tent. Both suns, the blue one and the tree, were shining bright. According to the timer, more than eight hours had passed. Birds were singing, and a pack of jellyfish hovered above the expanse of the lake. As soon as I let my eyes dwell on one of them, a gray outline appeared around it, generating messages.

Polaria (70% term match)

No Starblood present

What the hell? Had I gone mad?

OK, wait a bit. Showing deliberate patience, I washed my face, gathered the remaining firewood, lit a fire, and hung the kettle above it. Chomping away at Shoo’s usual morning carrot, I patted the chonker. When the water started boiling, I made coffee — right in the cup, military-style — and slowly sipped it, trying to think calmly and logically.

To sum it up, here’s what we had. In the crypt, something had snuck into me, knocking me out and making me see the final moments of the crucified owner of the black skeleton, a member of the local civilization that had warred with another, which seemed semi-divine. After that, I began seeing a runic interface and interacting with it. Then my head started to hurt, I zoned out again, and when I woke up, the local markings seemed intelligible.

I had undergone an adaptation, a brain readjustment. A neural transformation. It was a creepy thing — such operations were extremely dangerous and could destroy a person’s mind. Neural connections were a tricky business, especially alien and not intended for humans. But I was still alive, drinking coffee and thus existing. And nothing hurt anymore.

All right, then. Let’s start figuring it out.

I stood up, walked to the palisade, and looked at Shoo, who was making his rounds. Wow, the tireless creature had apparently decided to expand and was preparing new patches, removing the grass and breaking up soil with his hind paws. He was quite efficient: a real mini tractor! From the looks of it, the yurr had realized that feeding the hungry ape was hard and required more food, so he started digging more patches. I squinted. So, a yurr?

Yes.

Field Yurr

No Starblood present

I looked over at the palisade, where I had hung the snake-fish the other day, never bringing myself to eat it. It seemed to be smelling already...

Snakehead

No Starblood present

The interface wasn’t reacting to me, my belongings, the bushes, and the trees, except for the large spear-tree on the island.

Barkwood

No Starblood present

What was that Starblood? Evidently, something really important, as the “system” recorded its presence or absence in every living creature and even plant.

Time to check out my findings from the other day.

First of all I examined the black egg. In the light of day, it didn’t seem as hideous, but weirdly, as soon as the light of the Tree touched it, its dark purple shell started to smoke, and I noticed a sharp smell of singed... leather? I quickly put the egg back into the cryptor but managed to catch the following message:

Noxwolf Egg (85% term match)

Fertilized. Gestation time: Unknown

Starblood present

So, a noxwolf? Had I been almost correct when giving a name to the nocturnal predator, or was it just a joke of the alien-to-Globish translation? Could it be that the neurotransformation amounted to finding the closest equivalents to the terms I was familiar with? A yurr, a noxwolf, a snakehead... A neural network of Alpha-plus grade could probably pull off such a job, if their existence wasn’t a Stellar Fleet myth.

The second item I pulled out was the odd silver nail.

Stigmata

Eternity Artifact

Ascendant: unknown

???

Starblood present

Nothing about that made sense, save that it was a mysterious artifact of the no less mysterious Eternity that also contained Starblood. On the upside, something important happened: a snazzy new message popped up right above the item’s description.

Temple of Eternity’s Mandate!

Ascendant, return the Stigmata of Ascendant ??? to any Temple of Eternity

Reward: Glory

Reward: Temple of Eternity gratitude

Reward: Ascendant Stigmata

Reward: Starcoin

The “Mandate” had an unusual appearance, like a... letter? The transparent cerulean and golden lacework of lines vividly reminded me of the style of the ziggurat and the demigods’ fantastical outfits. But the weirdest thing was that the signature (or the seal) looked exactly like the blue pulsar shining in the air — I even raised my head again to make sure of that.

What the hell? What kind of mandate? How had that... Temple of Eternity even learned that I picked up that so-called “Stigmata”? Or did the nail itself have a built-in protocol, “If lost, return to manufacturer in exchange for reward”? I still had no answer. I put the Stigmata into the storage, and the letter disappeared as well.

Only one thing remained: check out the life-saving golden seed.

I removed it from the cryptor, once again marveling at the soft glow engulfing the camp. The yurr, who hadn’t seen my find yet, whistled in surprise and ran up to me, then became incredibly excited, loudly purring and running circles around me. Leaps, somersaults, whistling... It looked as though he had witnessed something impossibly rare and was dumbstruck, or maybe ecstatic.

A fancy golden frame encircled the seed. Whoa, I hadn’t seen it on an object — that outline seemingly highlighted importance or exceptional quality. Then I saw a note.

Great Ygg-Tree Seed

Not germinated

Starblood present

And that was it... Or was it? Just like with the Stigmata, another tab opened above the message.

Watcher of Unity’s Mission!

Ascendant! Plant the Great Ygg-Tree Seed next to the border of Shadowlands. Guard and protect it until a Sprout grows.

Reward: Glory

Reward: 100 Starblood drops

Reward: 100 Starcoins

Reward: Rune (grade: gold)

Whoa! The letter detailing the mission (if it was a letter) was drafted in a completely different style: cool blue tones, a dotted glyph in the center of the circle that suspiciously resembled an eye.

I seemed to have struck gold. Both the frame and the reward — a hundred times as big as the previous task’s — indicated that the Seed was an exceptionally valuable and rare item. I had been right. It really was a part of the colossal tree on the horizon, and if sprouted, it might grow into a similar tree and... do what? Create another wooden sun? How much time would it take to grow to the same enormous size? A hundred years? A thousand?!

In the meantime, the yurr had run back to his garden and started furiously digging. I put the seed away and noticed an insistently blinking icon of something called Atlas. At last, the mnemonic device presented me the main page of the new interface. I had occasionally glimpsed it before and finally saw the whole nine yards.

Its three large complex icons were both very similar to augmented reality buttons and completely different. None of our utility interfaces reached such wide range of colors, rich contrast, or depth; they never had such shapes or elaborate yet laconic styles that probably had an entire layer of an unknown graphic culture behind it. The person who had made all of that was a dab hand at design... assuming they had hands in the first place.

At the same time, the images in front of me were fairly obvious: three stylized windows. The first one on the right was shaped like a rectangular stone or a scroll and covered with lines of odd characters. The middle one was a clearly human silhouette inside several elaborate rings, numerous symbols once again floating around. The final picture showed a few adjoining spheres definitely styled like geographic maps. That must have been the so-called Atlas, and it was doggedly blinking in the “tap me” fashion.

However, I was one of those people who ate the broccoli before starting with the beefsteak, which is why I first opened the rightmost panel with the scroll. It lit up, elusively transforming into a runic circle consisting of several rings nested within each other. It was just the size of my hand, just like its Earth equivalents, shaped to enable the simultaneous use of all fingers. An inscription appeared, written in familiar Latin letters but stylized to match the general background.

SLATE (75% term match)

Grade: ???

The question marks were again replaced by a series of familiar words: common (90% term match), standard (75% term match), wood (69% term match), gray (55% term match), and dirt (below 50%). Then the four last options disappeared, leaving only one line.

Grade: common

Capacity: 16 Runes

A slate? Most symbols were inactive blanks, but the three located in the outer circle were clearly highlighted. Their shapes were familiar — they were the ones above the fallen noxwolf. First, I cautiously touched a plain silver-gray glyph containing two lines.

Lesser Rune of Growth

Type: Property Rune

Grade: common

Used to improve Attributes, Aspects, and Skills.

That was it. The second glyph seemed much more interesting.

Rune of Keen Hearing

Type: Ability Rune

Grade: common

Activation: 3 Starblood drops

When activated, significantly improves auditory perception, allowing to hear over a greater range and at previously inaccessible frequencies.

Duration: 144 minutes

Cooldown: minor cycle

Current cooldown: 00:00 (ready for activation)

With a slight trepidation, I touched the third Rune. Its golden icon portrayed a coiled spiked chain, the same symbol I had picked up from the skeleton before the rest.

Rune of Living Chains

Type: Item Rune

Grade: gold (90% term match), epic (80%), shining (65%)

Activation: 120 Starblood drops

Artifact weapon of Eternity. Summons Living Chains that immobilize the target. Warning: weaker targets can be killed instantaneously or torn apart.

Duration: no

Cooldown: seven minor cycles

Current cooldown: 165 hours 37 minutes

The golden outline and the complex illustration emphasized the high value of that Rune. I wasn’t sure yet what those colors and ranks meant but instinctively guessed that it was the most valuable of them all.

Most importantly, there could be no mistake: going by the description, those were the same chains that had bound the black skeleton on the altar. So, an item rune... How could they have ended up inside the spectral glyph, how was I supposed to get them out, and what did all of that even mean?

Evidently, the Slate was the storage for those Runes, holding up to sixteen at the same time. The Runes themselves, though, were confusing. Improves auditory perception for 144 minutes — how exactly did it work? Where would you get Starblood for its “activation,” and how was it implemented? Although I had an inkling, recalling the way the female hologram had elegantly produced a fiery glyph out of a similar circle of runes and almost turned me into a smoking memory. I was probably supposed to do something like that, right? I’d rather avoid testing that theory...

The central section with a human-like silhouette in a circle was called ATTRIBUTES.

Its contents turned out quite intriguing. Almost the entire space was taken up by a translucent outline of a human being, my exact replica, albeit portrayed in broad strokes. Three tiny lights glowed inside the figure: green, blue, and golden, next to an endless double spiral consisting of tiny droplets. Their shape was familiar: the beads that had lit up above the skeleton and the noxwolf looked just like that, only single instead of double. Three teardrops at the very bottom (the spiral obediently scaled up and down) were filled with a pearly glow. The caption said,

Starblood (99% term match)

3/3 drops

Cooldown: drop / minor cycle

Current timer: 00:00 (ready for activation)

All right... so I already had some of that Starblood inside of me, and it had gotten into my body back at the tomb. It all checked out: three drops, one from the black skeleton, another from the tomb raider’s remains, and one from the dead wolf. Very likely, it was it that had acted as the catalyst for the changes, including the neural transformation and the rewiring of my brain to establish contact with the local interface. That’s what logic told me, but my mind refused to believe it: how could a drop of some glowing substance perform an incredibly complex targeted cognitive task? At what level of impact and based on what principles was that even possible?

The stage of denial slowly passed. It was out there, looming in front of me with its semitransparent depth and an unusual range of colors. All that was left to do was to believe in a miracle and keep looking for clues.

Time to figure out the blinking lights. When I touched the first one, it outlined the entire paper doll in green and displayed a message.

Attribute of Body

Rank: common

Growth level: 5/10

Represents the growth of physical attributes toward the first limit of Ascension.

The blue one turned out to be the Attribute of Mind, flashing around the doll’s head.

Attribute of Mind

Rank: common

Growth level: 4/10

Represents intellectual, cogitative, and psychoemotional growth toward the first limit of Ascension.

The last one, glowing in the chest, framed the silhouette in a golden halo.

Attribute of Spirit

Rank: common

Growth level: 1/10

Represents the spiritual and mental growth toward the first limit of Ascension.

So, the neural transformation hadn’t simply translated the descriptions but also separated my body into molecules, evaluating its state? How was it, “Tekel, you have been weighed and found wanting?” Average physical characteristics and a slightly lower intelligence, with spiritual growth almost absent? Those stats felt somewhat offensive... What was the standard, though? First limit of Ascension — how high was that?

I recalled one of the three icons saved in my Slate. According to the description, it was used to improve Attributes. Well, no harm in trying... I focused on the yellow light, and the Attribute dutifully unfolded in a 10-section bar, only one of which was full, with a tiny symbol identical to the glyph in the Slate flashing at the end. A sudden prompt appeared.

Use Lesser Rune to improve your Spirit?

I agreed by mnemonically pressing the icon. The message disappeared, and the second section of the Attribute scale glowed with a pearly light.

Attribute of Spirit

Rank: common

Growth level: 2/10

So just like that, without any prayers, long meditations, or whatever it was you were supposed to do to grow spiritually? Just add a glyph? And what next? I didn’t feel any different. Maybe there was a slight vertigo, but that was probably my imagination. I was neither hot nor cold. Whatever those spiritual and mental abilities were, they were in no hurry to manifest their enhancement...

Below the Attributes were a few more captions.

For example, a golden icon with the word Glory. When pressed, it displayed a bar with lots of sections but without any ranks and other stuff, completely blank. There was no prompt, probably because my Attribute of Glory, if it even was an Attribute, was nonexistent.

And finally, I got something I could understand.

Skills

Only one note was displayed there.

Ascendant: adapted the body to absorb and use Starblood. Created Slate, Attributes, and Atlas. Neurolinguistic configuration complete.

Current Ascension stage: initial training

So I was an Ascendant? But what was that Ascension all about? A list of potential linguistic equivalents momentarily flashed before my eyes. It included such terms as Uplifting, Path, and, crucially, Anthroprogression with a match of below 50%. An awkward but still meaningful word that clearly indicated evolution... into what?

Well, I would keep it in mind. I closed the Attribute section — it was mostly clear — and opened the final large icon.

ATLAS

That one was a doozy.

Titles, Oaths, Breakthroughs, Maps, Mandates, Ascension, Chronicles... Most of them were pristine, though.

Title: N/A

Oaths: N/A

Breakthroughs: N/A

By an odd coincidence, the section called Maps contained a map with a tiny fragment of the territory I had explored: the lake, a bit of the adjacent forest, and a winding path to the noxwolf’s lair. The rest was black. There weren’t any notes, but the map could be mentally scaled to incredible limits. I zoomed out, transforming the explored part into a tiny dot in the vastness of space, then enlarged the image to the max and saw the precise outline of the islet in the lake. My coordinates were displayed as a pearly spark. If that thing really worked and used something like geolocation, it was practically priceless. I wouldn’t need a compass, wouldn’t have to remember landmarks or mark my trail — getting lost would be impossible!

In the Mandates section, I saw two flashing lines with familiar titles.

Temple of Eternity’s Mandate

Watcher of Unity’s Mission

Upon opening the second, I got an extensive area, or rather an entire semicircle of long narrow districts marked with a green shading against a black background. The closest was quite far to the theoretical south from me. Apparently, those were the so-called “borders of Shadowlands.”

The Chronicles turned out to be a journal. It had the following entries, starting from the top:

Received Watcher of Unity’s Mission.

Improved Attribute of Spirit 2/10.

Used Lesser Rune of Growth.

Neurotransformation complete.

Received Rune of Keen Hearing from Noxwolf

Received Lesser Rune of Growth from Noxwolf

Received 1 drop of Starblood from Noxwolf

Received Temple of Eternity Mandate.

Received Stigmata from Ascendant ???

Received 1 drop of Starblood from Ascendant ???

Neurotransformation started.

Assigned status: Ascendant

Received Rune of Living Chains from Ascendant ???

Received 1 drop of Starblood from Ascendant ???

Received ??? from Ascendant ???

Received ??? from Ascendant ???

A dry log, except for the confusing question marks in the very beginning. Ascendant ??? was most likely the black skeleton in the ziggurat, and other than the drop of Starblood, I had taken from his bones something that the new system couldn’t identify. What it was and why it was hidden was a mystery, which made me extremely uneasy.

Well, well, well, so what do we have here?

An alien interface — check, spell-like Runes — check, mana — that is, Starblood — also present. Attributes, Growth ranks, even quests with rewards... Given the impossible tree and the weird creatures, my rejected virtual world theory was receiving more and more confirmations. I didn’t remember having a lot of experience engaging with virtual game worlds, but they seemed to follow a similar script. So had I really been sent to a virtual testing ground to see how I pulled through? Maybe at the very same moment, someone’s eyes were carefully watching my every move and response.

Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint them.

I wanted to close the tabs of Slate, Attributes, and Atlas, but a sudden prompt stopped me.

Ascendant, enter your name to be recorded in the Chronicles of Unity.

I smirked. If only I knew it myself! Then I remembered the white beach, turquoise ocean, and brown-eyed girl with the strange name Charade (I’d love to see her again!) from my morning dream and mentally typed into the flashing query line:

Sigurd

That would be name in that world.


Chapter 9

I WAS DISTRACTED from studying the interface by an unusual encounter. A peculiar creature crawled right out of the water on the shore of my island. Most of all it resembled a sloping pile of translucent jelly: a real slug, only the size of a small sheep. My bizarre interface recognized it. 

Janitor Amoeba (90% term match)

No Starblood present

The yurr wasn’t worried in the slightest, and the creature wasn’t showing any interest in attacking us. The amoeba slowly rolled along the shore, leaving a line of clean ground behind it: branches, leaves, fragments of algae, leftovers from my meals such as fish bones and scales, even the torn packaging from the sublimate disappeared inside its body. It was a real janitor, cleaning up everything and paying no attention to me, the yurr, and our camp. After vacuuming up one shore, it deftly crossed the island, leaving the fresh grass untouched, and started tidying the other.

Holy smoke! What could have evolved into a thing like that? Was it the local carrion-eater that fed on dead organic matter and absorbed trash? The residents of Earth’s ecopolises, obsessed with keeping the environment clean, would have given half their life for such an assistant...

Shoo, it turned out, wasn’t going to waste his time. Having abandoned the expansion of his garden, he was busy digging a large pit next to it. It was round, two feet in diameter, and a foot deep. A never-ending stream of dirt flew out from under the yurr’s paws, creating a decent-sized mound.

At first, I was confused, but soon it dawned upon me: Shoo was creating a bed for the golden seed. I had no idea how to explain to him that his work was for naught: if it had to be planted, it should be done in a different place far away from there. Upon noticing me, he purred but kept digging. It wouldn’t have surprised me to see him get into the tent in the evening and demand I hand him the seed!

The amoeba finished its job and crawled back into the water. The day promised to be busy. Slate, Runes, Attributes — and my goals were still the same, survive and wait for rescue. Was rescue ever coming? After more than three days, I still hadn’t seen any signs of human presence in that world. Was anyone out there at all? The virtual reality hypothesis was a curious one, of course, but it still took a backseat to things like finding something to wipe your ass with.

Fine. According to my plan, that was the day I was going to explore the other shore. From the mountaintop, the lake looked rather large, and a journey on foot might take an entire day, so I decided to use the boat. Maybe I would find something else of use while at it...

My main goal and reference point was a small waterfall across the lake that had a mountain stream flowing into it. The coast there was rocky and much higher; finding a place to moor took a while. However, I found an animal watering site — a gentle slope leading down to the lake and riddled with footprints — and even scared off someone short and four-legged walking on the sandbank. It was probably some local species of deer, but I didn’t get a chance to study it: it disappeared too quickly upon my arrival.

The waterfall was pretty, and the stream rapid and very cold: a rough current, lots of rocks, and deep water. Contrary to my expectations, the rocky steps weren’t hiding any secret caves, only a deep clear backwater with a cloud of mist resting above it.

The woods there were thicker and reached the edge of the water; the trees looked different too. Ordinary deciduous and coniferous species were mixed with “Kaltas” and “Karelas,” and deeper in the forest, I saw real sylvan behemoths, their trunks wider than the embrace of a dozen people. My new interface identified those giants as Deadars. Their foundations reminded me of green moss-covered pillars, as if I were walking through an enormous hall with a tall blue dome, a heavy coat of dark blue leaves carpeting the ground, long, supple, and firm. I tried plucking off one leaf and failed; my knife managed to cut it but barely — it was no softer than hard plastic. I also encountered a lot of raven black pinecones, also big, larger than a fist, light blue seeds falling off some of them. They were tough and unrelenting, like pebbles: I tried to smash one and abandoned that thankless task. I did find a clump of wild berries, the same as Shoo grew in his garden but smaller, and had a bite to eat.

Soon I came across the mouth of a large cave in solid rock. It reeked of rot. I saw huge footprints by the entrance and tear marks on the trees at the height of ten to thirteen feet. Approaching the potential lair of a big predator didn’t seem wise: I carefully walked around it, keeping a wide berth, but found nothing else of interest. The forest gradually transitioned into foothills, clusters of unscalable rocks blocking my path.

On my way back to the boat, I twice scared off large flightless birds, who scampered away through the bushes. Massive, brown-feathered, with long webbed feet, arched necks, and large yellow beaks, they reminded me of oversized ducks. They seemed plump and quite edible, which was confirmed by the flashing pop-up, Forest Dodo, no Starblood present. Still, I was afraid of opening fire so close to the lair and waking the beast inside. In fact, I needed to be more cautious. The local ecosystem surely had predators not averse to tasting a hairless upright-walking ape...

As I sailed across the lake, I decided to make a detour across the shore, carefully surveying the area. I found the confluences of several rivers, another animal watering spot, and cliffs strewn with large red shells. Something was swaying on the surface next to the latter. It looked like a huge rotten log, but as I came closer, it plopped loudly and sank underwater. I only managed to make out serpentine coils disappearing into the depths. The snake, if it was a snake, seemed gigantic and clearly at home in the water. I could only hope that it didn’t hunt on land; boat trips immediately lost half of their appeal. I quickly moored, packed the boat, and decided to make the rest of the journey on foot, seeing as I wasn’t far from my destination anyway. The interactive map in my Atlas had accumulated a bit more data. The stretch of known territories became bigger, even if still comparatively tiny.

The unpleasant thing happened when I was a few steps away from home. At first, I felt a smell: heavy, intoxicating, dizzying. I instantly recalled the alien tuber in the clearing where I had found the seat with the cryptor. Yep, I accidentally stumbled into it again, with its purple tassels, open flame-colored flowers, and giant black butterflies scattered around. The interface displayed a green frame around the plant.

Passion Flower

Starblood present

Wow! So my trip wasn’t going to be fruitless after all: I finally discovered something containing that mysterious substance. Apparently, floral and faunal forms with Starblood were rare and had an unusual and prominent appearance, like the noxwolf or the passion flower. Where did they come from? How did it get inside of them?

I put on a breathing mask and came closer, hoping to examine the strange plant — and immediately paid for my carelessness. The flower’s purple leaves stirred, the hollow cylinders below them swayed, and thick pale ropes flew out of them, immediately coiling around my ankles. Their grasp was as powerful as a pincer’s. A sharp tug knocked me down on my back. They had pulled me a few steps closer before I saw the writing on the wall and started to fight back.

For two minutes, we struggled. I couldn’t crawl back, escape, or tear the tendrils: the plant turned out to be very strong and probably had experience with similar prey. Shooting it was pointless. I threw my gun away and pulled out the machete, desperately trying to sever the savage vines, but failed — they were tough and limber, like steel ropes.

The butterflies — Hawkmoth, no Starblood present — flew up, excited, as if sensing a coming feast, while the scarlet flower heads suddenly expelled a bunch of serpentine sprouts with round stubs on their ends. With a shudder, I saw open mouths gaping inside them, oozing a thick pale substance.

A man-eating plant! It didn’t resemble Earth’s sundew or flytrap but clearly shared their diet, although, going by the number of its many maws, I was the fly there! Could the passion flower (or whatever its name was) even eat a creature that big?

A third tentacle joined the first two, immediately pulling me even closer, and it became clear: things were going south. The machete wasn’t of much help, neither its sharpened nor the saw-toothed reverse side, barely hurting the vines. Realizing that I had something better, I quickly opened the cryptor, took out the multikey, and switched it to the power saw mode. The vibroblade had shown its worth sawing trees, and the stubborn vines weren’t any different: it gnawed at the stalks, stripping them into fibers rather than severing them. I broke free just inches away from the maws and quickly jumped back, stumbling at every step. With my blood flow restricted, my legs barely obeyed me.

The remains of the worn-down strands pulled back, and the maws snapped shut, dismayed, once again transforming into intoxicating flower buds. The prey escaped...

You son of a bitch! Rubbing the blue marks on my hips and ankles, I considered the method of uprooting that pest. The solution wasn’t long in coming.

Shooting or cutting it was pointless: it was a plant. Its smell and corrosive sap — my hands had a few burns here and there — wouldn’t let me get close. The only thing left was fire!

The plan demanded some time, but I had no reason to hurry. I sawed up some twigs, gathered dry grass, prepared a few bundles of firewood, and threw them close to the flower, using a long pole to push them right against its base. More, more fuel — just to be safe. Then I started a fire nearby, lit up a few torches, and tossed them to the same spot. The fire took a while to get going, but I was persistent, and soon, hungry flames were licking the purple leaves and the scarlet-black petals. Nasty hawkmoths burned down in flakes of ash as they scattered away. The plant started to wither and turn yellow, then black, trembling in the quivering haze like a living being. Plants can feel pain too, but I didn’t feel any regret: I wasn’t the one who had started that war.

The stench was unimaginable. The intoxicating fragrance gave way to a putrescent smell as the leftovers from the flower’s horrifying meals became visible under its burning body: bones, large and small, previously covered by the leaves. Half an hour later (I had to add a few bundles of wood), only an ugly black pile remained of the carnivorous monster. Above it, I saw three familiar spectral glyphs.

The first one was a pearly teardrop, indicating, as I had learned, Starblood itself.

Received 1 drop of Starblood Total: 4/4

The second was the also familiar gray sigil consisting of two strokes.

Received Lesser Rune of Growth

The third one, though...

Blank Rune

Type: Empty

Grade: special

Activation: undefined

Mold (70% term match), template (55% term match) for recording any special-grade Runes. Requires the Rune Master skill.

Curiouser and curiouser. A rune mold, the Rune Master skill... It all smelled of the shoddy e-novels with titles that disappeared from memory faster than a finger could scroll through the Vox channel ad.

Still, I had a new Rune of Growth, meaning I could continue my experiments with Attributes.

Since Spirit hadn’t worked out, let’s try to increase Body: at least I was bound to feel the changes in that. Scarcely believing in the result and secretly scoffing at myself, I opened the Attribute section (where, by the way, the fourth drop of Starblood was already flashing) and put the Growth mark into the sixth Attribute of Body.

And it worked.

Goddammit, it worked!

The world momentarily trembled before my eyes, but it was a pleasant trembling. I felt as if I were about to burst from tension: all muscles turned to stone, and even my heart skipped a beat before recovering. Then a wave of euphoria came over me, as if I had just stepped into a cool shower after working until exhaustion, took a double shot of Bells, and stretched out on starched sheets. Pure bliss...

I felt myself born again, my body revitalized. Holy smoke, if that wasn’t a hallucination... then what?

Running to the lake, I undressed to the waist and studied my reflection on the rippling surface. Overall, I was the same wiry lanky guy as four days ago, although my muscles seemed tougher and more prominent: I could clearly see two abs, and my entire figure... was firmer? That young man looked like he had gone through a year or two of relentless exercise; four days of spartan tent living couldn’t have caused such changes.

It was working.

But, goddammit, HOW?!

I returned to my island and thought for a long time, slowly stirring the sublimate. If Attributes worked, I should check the Runes too, especially since activating Keen Hearing only required three drops of Starblood, and I had four — a small reserve, whatever may happen. I opened the Slate and selected the Rune. It lit up, but nothing else happened. Then, mimicking the girl from the hologram, I dragged the Rune from the spectral circle with my hand — and it complied, a translucent silhouette obediently following my fingers and hovering above their tips. So, what was next?

The next step was choosing the creature to apply the Rune. In my case, myself.

For a second, the Rune flashed with a pearly glow, the familiar shimmer of Starblood, and dissolved inside my body.

Used 3 Starblood drops. Total: 1/4

Activated Rune of Keen Hearing

Countdown: 02:23:59

That felt... extremely unusual and slightly painful. It was as if I became a receiver with many new, never-heard-before, sounds pouring in, and those that I could already hear acquired unprecedented volume and depth. I listened to the squeaking and chirping of insects, the rustle of dirt clods falling down from Shoo’s paws and his soft “yurr-yurr-yurr”; the splashing of water around the sedge and the murmur of leaves, like an incessant whisper; the crackle of woodworms in eroded firewood and the distant rumbling of a waterfall on the opposite shore. A real sea of sounds, a world of unknown opportunities. An old tree was swaying on the shore, tiny creatures scurried through the grass, birds fluttered their wings somewhere far away, setting down in treetops, and a relentless thin squeak pierced my ears at the edge of hearing.

I covered my ears with my hands. There was too much of everything! I needed to grow accustomed to it, learn to isolate individual notes from the ocean of sounds, listen without paying attention to the endless background...

But nevertheless, the heightened perception was working, and according to the timer, I had to spend two and a half hours alone with it.

It took some time to get used to it. The short range of the super-hearing was a bit more than a yard: at that distance, I could make out everything, even the patter of an ant’s paws as it crawled up a blade of grass. After that, it became weaker, but distant sounds could still be detected at a range much longer than before.

I made another important discovery: Starblood wasn’t consumed permanently. The bar still contained four sections, although the first three were dim compared to the last one. A countdown timer appeared:

Starblood

1/4 drops

Cooldown: 1 drop / minor cycle

Current timer: 24:59 (ready for activation)

It regenerated at the rate of one drop per day, or, rather, minor cycle — I wondered why. So, the blood I had exchanged for super-hearing would take three days to replenish. Yeah... that was a while, but at least, once found, it wouldn’t disappear for good. It meant that it was the main resource and the key to everything. If Starblood could really immediately alter the body’s structure and biochemistry, its capabilities were endless. By all indications, it was more energy than matter, and all that interface, the Slate, the Attributes, and the Atlas, were some transformative system that allowed to control its shape within the prescribed limits. Someone had come up with that, adapting it for cunning but not overly intelligent creatures. Who and why? Where had it come from, what was its purpose, and, most importantly, its price?

I spent a while lying in the tent and just listening, experiencing the new facet of my senses. And when less than thirty minutes were left until the Rune’s effect ran out, I suddenly picked up a new sound I hadn’t heard yet: a strange popping somewhere far away, at the edge of my hearing. One, then another, a third... Gunshots?!

Those was definitely gunshots.

I ran out of the tent and looked at the direction from which they were coming.

There were people there.


Chapter 10

WITH TREMBLING HANDS, I pulled the flare gun out of the cryptor, slipped a scarlet cartridge inside, and fired the rocket upward. The scarlet dot flew into the sky, exploding in sparkling fireworks, and plummeted down in a steep descent. It went out somewhere in the treetops. 

I waited, peering into the lilac sky until my eyes hurt, and at last, it happened: a few minutes later, a green rocket appeared far away on the horizon, accompanied by the distant echo of a gunshot. It blinked at me — we see you — and fell down.

They had spotted me!

People! Other survivors! I was slightly shaking, eager to go out and meet them right away, but logic told me that they were far away, and evening was coming. Crossing an unfamiliar forest at night was sheer madness.

Instead, I took note of the approximate direction, opened the Atlas, and marked it on the map. It was a rough estimate, but at least I would know the area where I had to go. Setting out should wait until the early morning, as soon as the first rays of the Tree illuminated the lake.

Life itself proved my decision to be correct: a storm accompanied by a downpour broke out toward the evening. The trees bent down in low bows, the wind carried torn branches and leaves mixed with a flood of rain, and deep wrinkles of waves covered the surface of the lake. I felt extremely happy I had built my camp between three cliffs — otherwise, my tent would be torn from the ground and whisked away to parts unknown. Meanwhile, the storm raged on. On Earth, such weather was uncommon in the middle latitudes, but in my new world, it seemed like a regular and incredibly nasty occurrence, even if it never lasted long.

The night was uneventful, although I couldn’t fall asleep for a while from the excitement, imagining all possible variants of meeting the other survivors. In the morning, I started packing.

The yurr, who had brought me a morning carrot, became extremely agitated as he watched me clear the tent. It’s as if he didn’t want me to leave. Over the last few days, I had also grown attached to the clever gardener, who, in turn, grew quite affectionate.

When I began fitting out the boat, he started scurrying back and forth along the shore, offering me a carrot and then a pumpkin, as if persuading me to stay. When he saw that it didn’t help, he let out a sad muffled whistle.

“Thanks for your hospitality, Shoo,” I told him almost seriously as I sat in the boat. “Your pumpkins and carrots were delicious. Keep growing them! Maybe I’ll be back.”

Shoo didn’t seem to believe me. Out of the blue, he jumped into the boat and swiftly climbed into my lap. It was so touching that I was taken aback before carefully petting the shivering yurr, who was clinging to me. At first, my hand made him recoil, but then he started purring, loud and happy. He clearly had no desire to return to the shore.

“So you want to go with me?”

“Yurr-yurr-yurr...”

I stepped out of the boat and put him on the ground. The yurr looked at me with his beady eyes, gave me a plaintive squeak, and suddenly climbed up my leg, latching on my thick jumpsuit with his claws. He arrived at my shoulder and perched there, tickling my ear.

He whistled again — come on, let’s go, I’ve decided.

Weirdly, I felt relieved. Well then, if that was the case, I’d rather have company too.

I crossed the lake, packed up the boat, and started my journey. My new companion quickly found himself a cozy spot on my neck, clutching my hair with his grabby claws like a warm furry collar. He purred, whistled softly, and sometimes deftly climbed down by himself to check the surroundings or return with a snack. He had an incredible sense for edible plants, in just a few hours introducing me to a purple wild melon, black berries, and something akin to spiky chestnuts. I didn’t risk tasting the fruits but kept putting them into the cryptor to analyze in my spare time. In addition, Shoo turned out to be a great danger indicator: as soon as something dangerous appeared ahead of us, he emitted an alarming whistle or tugged at my ear.

Thanks to his warnings, I sidestepped a swamp teeming with janitor amoebas and a grove with an odd striped animal resembling a cross between a boar and a big-nosed tapir. It was my first time encountering that creature, but going by its bristling fur and warlike snorting, it could be dangerous. Fortunately, I was a fair distance away, and the boar decided against chasing me.

The elements of the runic interface could be customized via mnemonic and sensory commands, enlarging, reducing, or switching different tabs. When I sorted it out, I made the often-used Maps my favorite “page” appearing in my mind’s eye. The scalable navigator was a priceless assistant that could effortlessly build an exact route to a selected target and, if necessary, the path back. The forest was large, and getting lost there was child’s play. Without a map, my journey would have been a wild gambit.

Trees, cliffs, trees again. I walked, climbed, jumped, and walked again, barely stopping to take a breather. I had already gotten used to walking long distances, and improving the Body Attribute clearly gave me more energy and endurance.

After crossing the rocky boundary, I entered the previously uncharted territory. The forest there was filled with horsetails and giant ferns that I often had to literally cut my way through. Some of them were real leviathans straight from Earth’s prehistory. I saw lots of birds and countless annoying insects and scuttling animals. Twice or thrice, in the thicket, I saw quick-moving silhouettes of quadrupeds that reminded me of antlerless deer, once again scaring off an entire tribe of flightless dodos that comically scampered away. The region turned out to be rich in game; I was itching to hunt, but my goal was different, and the supply of dry rations allowed me to avoid thinking about food on the road.

Toward noon, I had completed half of my planned trip and bumped into a dead end: a deep mountain stream with steep banks running around rocky scatterings. It was fast, with a rapid current — I wouldn’t risk crossing it on a boat or by swimming, as I could easily get swept away. Behind it was an impassable mass of cliffs overgrown with thorns and wild conifers, and mountain slopes were in plain view in the distance.

On one of them, I unexpectedly noticed a triangular ledge, a massive stone rib a hundred feet high. Someone must have carved it in solid rock — it was too smooth and even, as if hewn with a giant’s stone axe. Such power was truly herculean! There was probably something atop that ledge, but I couldn’t see it from my location.

In theory, if people were moving toward me, we would meet somewhere around those parts. Missing each other would be a piece of cake, of course. The area was vast in size; if they passed me just a mile to the south or north, we wouldn’t even hear each other. My Keen Hearing was on cooldown for another six and a half hours, so I couldn’t count on it yet...

I needed to make myself known, and I decided to take a risk and use the flare gun. A green star hissed as it soared above the viridian forest sea, shining bright in the skies for a few seconds, and fell down in a wide arc. That flash couldn’t be ignored even during the day: its glow was visible even through the dense canopy of the trees.

I waited for the return signal, but it never game. Deciding not to hurry, I made camp on the riverside slope. If nothing happened in an hour or two, I would travel down the riverbed and look for a ford...

After a short meal, Shoo suddenly began fussing, transforming from a soft collar into a vigilant stump on my shoulder. He whistled anxiously and then started chirping, furiously tugging at my hair.

Danger came from the direction I hadn’t expected. An odd creature was crossing the river! Quickly climbing the shore a hundred steps away from me, it briskly shook off the water and charged up the slope in long leaps, clearly trying to find a path through the steep bank toward me. It looked like a giant water rat or maybe an otter, who the hell knew? A long lithe body covered with glossy black fur, a spade-shaped tail, a furry face with quivering whiskers... Too bad that otter was the size on a panther, with a temper to match!

Enchidrion

Starblood present

Enchi... what? But it didn’t matter. Grabbing the yurr, I dashed back toward the forest. A close encounter with another local oddity wasn’t part of my plans! I ran quickly, weaving through the trees and hoping that the Enchi... whatever wouldn’t chase me on land.

However, that hope proved futile. A slim black silhouette popped up behind me, and I heard a belligerent hissing. The “otter” with its long legs was gaining up on me!

As I moved, I pulled out my Defender, realizing that there was no avoiding the fight. But what were my chances against such a large and fast opponent? That required a larger caliber: even a spear would be better for keeping that beast at bay!

A hiss came from somewhere very close. I looked around while running and immediately dove to the side like a fleeing rabbit, and the sleek body darted past me, blowing a gust of air.

Missed me!

Scrambling to my feet, I dropped on one knee and aimed my gun at the animal. Maybe I should have fired it right away, but I didn’t.

Because it wasn’t an animal anymore.

During a flying leap, the creature suddenly transformed. It changed its color and the shape of its body, as if shrinking, and became... a person.

A woman.

She landed on the ground with a feline grace and stood ten steps away from me, her stance low and threatening. Completely naked and seemingly unarmed, she was extremely pale and had wavy, as if wet, hair the color of gray ash. I would have even called her pretty — beautifully built, very athletic, yet still quite feminine — if not for one thing: that woman was definitely not human!

Everything told me of that: the color of her eyes and skin, her facial features and cheekbones, her sharp chin, the strange shape of her angry bluish eyes, and most importantly, the short translucent membranes between her splayed long fingers. Starting with her face, half of her naked body was covered by a blue-green tattoo resembling tiny fish scales, and her ears looked slightly pointed. All of that together created a sight so alien that cold needles of fear sunk into my stomach.

She was staring at me, frozen in place, and I returned her gaze through the sights of Defender.

“Stand still!” I warned her curtly, trying to keep my voice from trembling. After all, it was my first time meeting a shapeshifter, especially alien and female!

In response, she bared her teeth, small, even, and perfectly white. I saw the instant glow of a runic circle, and a spear appeared out of nowhere in the girl’s right hand, a long harpoon carved from translucent fishbone. In the left, she held something resembling a greenish cylinder. My interface helpfully provided me with new information.

Ascendant ???

Rank: ???

Title: ???

Starblood present

The Ascendant move her hand and unfolded the cylinder, which transformed into a long fine-meshed net. It flew straight at me, and that’s when I realized that waiting was useless: I had to shoot, and the sooner, the better!

I managed to jump aside, but it was too late: the sticky green threads ensnared my right leg, making me stumble and collapse. During my fall, I emptied the magazine, aiming at the girl, but she wasn’t anywhere near where I was shooting. Even in her human guise, she was so swift and agile, moving with a cat-like grace, that it immediately became clear: in combat, I had no chance against her.

Everything happened very quickly, and I only survived because she wasn’t trying to kill me. A rapid harpoon thrust knocked Defender out of my hands. Another tripped my leg, once again forcing me on my back. A third attack never happened. She stood above me, her cold foot pressing my right hand to the ground, the bone tip of her spear stopping an inch away from my eye.

“Ts-si!” She bared her teeth again, speaking her first words in an unpleasant sharp voice. “Ts-si, sa-an khavaro!”

The yurr suddenly chirped in the bushes. The girl’s pupils dilated, she looked up as if in surprise, and a blue ball of plasma shot out with a hiss from the shrubbery on the other side, hitting a tree somewhere far above and splitting it in half. The broken part collapsed on the ground, almost covering us with its branches, and I heard a staccato of gunshots.

Burst fire from an Earth-made kinetic weapon like an assault rifle: that sound was unmistakable!

The Ascendant jumped back with a bestial hiss, whirling her spear at such speed that it turned into a spectral disk. But the shooter was clearly trying to warn her rather than kill — the leaves and boughs shot by the bullets were dropping only from above. I wouldn’t bet on that, of course, and clung to the ground, listening to the approaching crunching and stomping.

Two startling creatures jumped out from the bushes on both sides. They looked like bipedal feathered lizards with saddles and leather harnesses and carried two riders. I didn’t get the chance to examine them: one was firing from a completely Earth-like Suvorov rifle, while another started to raise a buzzing technospear in a threatening manner. They were moving in long leaps, fast and extremely nimble.

The shapeshifting Ascendant wasn’t anywhere near. I didn’t notice how, but she had already transformed back into a giant otter, her silhouette skittering among the distant trees. One of the riders chased after her, and the second lizard stopped next to me, ominously baring its fangs. What a monstrosity: yellow-eyed, with thick blue-green plumage, small rudimentary wings, and a long feathered tail, it resembled a mix of a vicious reptile and an overgrown sparrow. The elongated maw with needle-sharp teeth and the giant hooked spur-like claw standing apart like an opposable thumb on its leathery paws hinted that the bird wasn’t an herbivore but very much a predator and probably could easily rip my guts out.

The interface marked the grotesque creature as Riding Karkh, no Starblood present, but that wasn’t exactly comforting. I tried to roll to the side, away from the horrifying lizard-bird.

“Stop, Baby! It’s a friend!”

Globish. Good old Globish.

The karkh’s mouth snapped shut, and it lost all interest in me. Its rider, however, deftly jumped down from his seat and held out his hand, helping me up.

The tough bumpy brown palm belonged to a man who was no stranger to physical labor. He even looked like a scraggy old tree: hardy, in faded Earth cammies, with short gray hair and an austere tanned face where wrinkles blended with old scars. He had a knife on his belt and a well-worn impulse rifle on his shoulder, and above his right pocket, I saw a familiar threadbare chevron.

Project Cosmo.

He was from Earth.

“Don’t be scared, he won’t touch you. How are you, man?”

“Still alive, I guess.” I tried to smile despite still shaking from adrenaline. Humans. Humans. Humans!

“That’s what matters. Are you from Helga? Fell here in a capsule?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Alone.”

“Was it you who fired the signal rockets?”

“Yes. One yesterday... another an hour ago.”

“Yes, we’ve seen them... I’m Guy Flow, and that’s my spear.” The man gestured behind us at the approaching black animals resembling giant turs with spiral horns. They were carrying riders, three, maybe four people, one of them seemingly female.

“Your spear?”

“Group, ala, squad.” He narrowed his eyes. “We call them spears here. When did you land?”

“Five days ago.”

“What do you remember? Do you remember your name?”

“Sigurd. But I don’t remember much...”

“That’s all right, we were all like that once,” the gray-haired man smirked. “Don’t worry, it’ll pass.”

“Are you... from Earth?”

“Yeah, same as you. Well, most of us are. We also fell here from Helga in capsules: some of us recently, some many years ago. The capsules are still dropping — with people, equipment, important cargo — and we gather them. This time, we got you. Where’s your capsule?”

“It crashed by the lake, about thirty miles from here. There are alien ruins nearby...”

“Crashed?” Guy gave me a sharp look. “But how?”

“I don’t know. It was cut in half in the air. I was parachuted out and fell in a lake.”

“It’s a forbidden zone... It must have been the work of the Watcher or Kel combat Runes.” He rubbed his chin with a concerned expression. “So the capsule broke? What about its contents?”

“I picked up the Colonist Kit in the cryptor.”

“Good. Well done. Don’t give it to anyone...” He gave me a prying look, holding his karkh with one hand.

I had a lot of questions but didn’t get a chance to ask them, as the second rider, who had left to pursue the shapeshifter, returned. He was a colorful character, a real-life barbarian: tall, powerful, extremely muscular, with a tangled mane of black hair, a heavy jaw, and a sullen expression. His karkh was larger, sage green, with a pretty viridian tail. On top of the Suvorov slung over his shoulder, I noted a cross-belt, a high-tech compound bow, and a quiver bristling with black plumage to the right of a high saddle.

“Well, Mark?”

“Gone,” the “barbarian” answered brusquely.

“Do you know her?”

“Heard of her, now saw. A Deadfish bloodhound. Name’s Silver Trout.”

“Was she alone?”

“I don’t know. Unlikely. The Riverfolk don’t usually go this far north. And they don’t travel alone.”

“A scout? So they also came for the prey,” Guy drawled. “We need to leave. Do you think we have time to cross the Floodwater?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ocarina!” Climbing his lizardbird, Guy addressed a short-haired Asio girl who had arrived with the other three riders. “Are you ready? We need a listener.”

“A second,” the girl replied, giving me only a brief glance. She made a gesture, and I saw the green glow of a spectral Rune around her hand. “Where is it? Ahead, behind?”

“Ahead. By the river, near the ford.”

The girl focused, her eyes half-closed, her neck strained, as if listening for something. Suddenly, I realized that she was using Keen Hearing or something similar to it, just like me the night before. The girl called Ocarina was an Ascendant, same as Guy and the muscular barbarian Mark, but the other three weren’t. They had no Starblood. Could they sense it in me?

“Wind... water... sound of water...” Ocarina whispered. “A drinking deer... trees... wind... It’s clear, Guy. No people.”

“And farther, up the Floodwater?”

She concentrated again.

“A splash. Waves. Many waves. Too much splashing between waves.”

“They’re swimming,” Mark observed grimly.

“But the ford is clear. We might make it in time, and they won’t catch up with us,” Guy replied.

In the meantime, I located my lost Defender and started looking around for the yurr, who had gone somewhere during the struggle. Last time I saw him, he was chirping in those bushes...

“Shoo! Shoo?”

“Hey, what’s the matter with you?” Guy asked, frowning, but a second later, my animal friend sprung out from the underbrush and climbed my shoulder. Someone gave a surprised whistle, somebody else laughed, and the corner of Guy’s lips twitched, forming a crooked smile.

”Is this a yurr?”

”Yes, he’s with me,” I replied, patting the shaking gardener.

”Did you tame him?” the girl chuckled hoarsely.

”Something like that.”

”All right, we’ll figure it out!” Guy said. “We don’t have much time! Grye, you’re the lightest one. Ride with the newbie, and let’s move!”

The black riding bulls carried long double saddles with tightly packed parcels on both sides. In local language, those animals were called Torro and didn’t have any Starblood. Clasping the offered hand, I climbed the torro’s back and grabbed the belt of the person sitting in front of me: a young, about seventeen or eighteen, dark-haired guy with hair resembling a crow’s nest.

In the next second, we started moving. Nobody was going to ask if I could ride or show me what to hold on to — all I could do was learn on fly to avoid falling under the hooves of the riders behind us!

We crossed the forest and reached the rocky shore of a river, then turned and raced downstream. Guy and Mark rode ahead of us, their mounts faster and nimbler, although the black torros, despite their outward sluggishness, were hardly snails. Lined up in a chain, they quickly and effortlessly trotted forward, stones and dust flying from under their hooves.

We passed cliffs, trees, and a mountain stream below. Its bed sometimes grew narrow, transforming into a quickwater or rushing down in a roaring waterfall, and sometimes swelled in a wide current among many boulders. On the opposite shore, rocky slopes gradually disappeared, giving way to a high bank overgrown with prickly conifers. The young man in front of me kept yelling something, but the roaring water drowned out all sounds, and I was mostly concerned with maintaining my balance and not losing Shoo, who was painfully clutching at my neck.

Behind the latest turn, the squad abruptly slowed down and stopped. I saw a sloping bank, gentle enough for animals to descend without breaking their legs, and a similar incline on the other side. The forest there grew right up to the river, which overflowed and created numerous rocky shoals and branches no more than waist-deep. Evidently, that was the ford.

Guy yelled something, and the people started to dismount, taking their animals by the bridle. The ford probably had to be crossed on foot — too many stones and water-filled pits.

But we weren’t allowed to cross it.

As soon as the leading karkh stepped into the water, something whizzed out of the shrubbery on the opposite shore, hitting the rocky slope two steps away from it.

It was a dart: white, jagged, resembling a sharp fishbone. Just like the spear of the Ascendant who had so easily defeated me.

To their credit, Guy’s people reacted quickly, their experience clearly granting them impressive prowess. The mounts and the people promptly spread out, lying down behind boulders and preparing their weapons. Following their example, I pressed my back against a rock, trying to reload Defender. Grye froze next to me, his hand on his spear. I met his gaze — there was fear in his eyes.

After exchanging a few words with Guy, Mark suddenly stood upright, took a couple of steps forward, boldly entering an area without any cover, and yelled something in an unfamiliar language. Someone on the other shore answered him, and he yelled again, getting another reply, with laughter and howling. The voices were human but shrill and feral, like real savages.

They kept talking like that for a few more minutes. Mark returned and stood behind a large boulder, joining Guy and Ocarina.

”What do the Riverfolk want?” Guy asked.

“They want us to give him to them.” Mark subtly nodded toward me. “And everything that we took from him. They say he fell on their land.”

“It won’t happen.” Guy shook his head.

“Then they’ll attack and take everything themselves.” Mark was speaking quietly, but I could hear everything. “There are many of them, all from Deadfish.”

“How many, Ocarina? Listen!”

“Twice as many as us,” the girl replied after a short pause. “On the shore. In the water... more. Maybe more.”

“They have three Ascendants,” Mark added.

“Why aren’t they attacking then?”

“They don’t want wanton slaughter.” Mark seemed to pause. “They know me, know our weapon, and know that we also have Ascendants. They think they’re in their right to get the spoils.”

“We don’t give up ours,” Guy repeated.

“What are you suggesting?”

“If they don’t want wanton slaughter, let a fiontar decide.” Guy abruptly stood up. “Our Ascendant against theirs. We’ll make an oath to Unity — the winner takes it all.”

“You or me?” Mark asked curtly.

“Me,” Guy said. “They know you.”

“And I know them. I’m younger and stronger. My chances are better.”

“My Runes are better,” Guy replied, shaking his head. “And I’m the leader here, Mark, so I’ll be the one to go.”

The dark-haired “barbarian” slowly nodded, walked up to the edge, and yelled something, his voice echoing. In a few seconds, a similarly obscure answer came from the cliffs.

“They agree,” Mark said.


Chapter 11

A DUEL? 

Was Guy going to fight a warrior of the savages?

The deal was simple: if I understood everything correctly, if Guy won, they would let us cross the ford. If he lost, they would give up their spoils, i.e. me and my belongings. That sounded so absurd that I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Could that world be so savage that a human life was worth nothing at all?

And most importantly, nobody was even trying to ask my opinion. Guy opened his cryptor and started changing his clothes with the help of the other young man, a redhead with shaved sides and a narrow face. The others also stirred, clearly preparing for something.

“Don’t you want to ask me?” I spoke up, turning to the squad’s leader. “If you’re putting my life at stake? Maybe I don’t want you to fight for me?”

“Does kitty want to fight a fiontar himself?” Ocarina chuckled, giving me an appraising look. “Then just give us your cryptor, raise your paws, and go to the Rivers. I’m sure you’ll make for a wonderful trell!”

I wasn’t sure what she meant, but her tone was unmistakable. For a few seconds, our eyes met. Hers were empty, brown, and full of malice, like a snake’s. The girl’s face and neck were decorated with digital tattoos, popular in hyperpolises, and piercings, her short black hair dyed with bright blue strands. She pursed her lips and smacked them sarcastically, as if blowing me a kiss. What a cocky impudent bitch. Those like her only understood the language of strength.

“Everything’s already decided. And it’s not about you, Sigurd!” Guy cut me off, turning around. “If we give you up without a fight, we’ll lose the respect of both our enemies and friends. No one will hold us in any esteem, whatever the situation! I won’t fight for you — I’ll fight for the glory of our freehold.”

“It will be a glorious battle,” Mark added. “Guy! What should we do if you lose?”

“The oath to Unity, Mark! You’ll have to follow the terms.”

“What if they break them?” the “barbarian” insisted.

“I doubt it... Then we’ll have to fight our way out. You know what to do.”

Guy, already half-clan in a dull gray plasteel armor — I recognized a soldier’s Guardian, so scratched and worn-out that it must have survived a hundred scrapes, — threw Randy his impulse rifle, handed Grye the Suvorov, and dumped on the ground a large pile of green metallic cylinders. They were clearly Earth-made: a plastic cap, a black stamp on the side. One of them rolled up to me: it was a smoke cartridge. All right...

Both Mark and Ocarina activated their runic circles. They didn’t seem to be aware that I could see their manipulations. Two Runes, a green and a scarlet, flew at Guy and slammed into him, momentarily shrouding the gray-haired leader in a blue aura. What were they doing? Somehow strengthening him?

With his gear fully changed, Guy started resembling a futuristic leader. Huge, almost square-shaped, he was armed with a vibroblade-tipped technospear — a wicked gizmo that could cut through metal and stone, chopping up a man faster than he could gasp. Turning to face us, Guy looked everyone over with a stern expression and said only one thing.

“Keep it together.”

After that, he put on a full-face helmet, went up to the slope, and leisurely walked down.

His opponent appeared almost at the same time, probably waiting for him in the shadow of the trees. Subconsciously, I had expected to see that female Ascendant, but it was a young man who hopped across the stones with the agility of a tiger. He was dark-haired, very pale, lithe, and muscular. Unlike our warrior, he wasn’t wearing any armor, just tight gray pants and a metal badge on his chest. Half his face, bare arms, and torso were covered by the same odd pattern resembling tiny fish scales.

“Zirdan Sharktail,” Mark muttered through his teeth, his tone devoid of emotion. “The third son of Riks Deadfish. A strong bronze, they say.”

The Riverfolk warrior (if I got the name of the savage tribe right from the exchanges between my companions) seemed unarmed but was holding something akin to a silver pipe in his hand. He waved it in the air, making the sign of the cross, and it shimmered with a translucent glow, as if the air itself grew solid, hardening into a long blade visible only during movement.

“A dimensional blade,” Ocarina gasped. “Shit!”

“Guy should be able to handle it,” Mark said calmly, “but be on your guard.”

Everyone was already on edge, armed and aiming their weapons toward the forest overhanging the opposite shore. Even the yurr, sensing the humans’ anxiety, froze next to my chest, stopping his fussing and squeaking.

The opponents met on a small shoal almost at the very center of the ford. Guy was much bigger but obviously slower than the fast and lithe Zirdan. Runic circles bloomed around both of them, and two identical spectral glyphs shone above the warriors.

The Runes met in the middle, suddenly fusing into one, large and quite familiar — a stylized circle with a dot at the center, just like the note under that mission in my Atlas...

It flashed, made a long ringing sound, and vanished.

“The Oath to Unity was accepted,” Grye whispered next to me with acute fascination.

The duel started right away.

Guy tried pummeling his opponent with quick thrusts of his technospear. He appeared to have an advantage at range, but Sharktail dodged his blows with the grace of an acrobat, making them pierce the air. He was just as nimble as the female Ascendant who had so easily taken me down, moving swiftly and unpredictably. Suddenly closing in, he counter-attacked; I had no idea how you could parry an invisible blade, but Guy held out.

A shimmering blue sphere lit up around him, cracking under the attacks and giving off sparks. I had heard of things like that: personal force shields were a part of certain advanced armor suits. The old Guardian turned out to have a surprise: it had clearly been upgraded for a situation like that.

Realizing that direct assault was pointless, Zirdan smoothly rolled to the side and walked along the edge of water, bending low and scooping it with his free hand. Like the girl, that Ascendant had webbing between his toes: not too large, up to the first phalanx or so, but still noticeable. Such anatomical feature could have only manifested after millennia of evolution, and I couldn’t help but wonder — who were those creatures who resembled humans so much, and where had they come from? Was it an equivalent species that evolved on another planet, or had I been flung into the far future, where humanity and Earth became something like that?

Using the opportunity, Guy drew out his spear and activated an unknown Rune. The buzzing tip flashed with a malevolent crimson glow and released a scarlet beam that leaped forward. His opponent didn’t see it coming and failed to dodge the attack, falling into the water. Randy cried out in joy, Grye silently clenched his fists, and Ocarina let out a vicious chuckle, but a moment later, Zirdan stood up from the water in a cloud of steam, hissing from pain and screaming something. He deftly rolled aside, scrambled back to his feet, and I saw that the tattoos on his chest, arms, and face had changed their color and structure, becoming an embossed silver armor. Just like fish scales, its fragments overlapped each other. A large scorched mark was gaping on one side, but going by the Riverfolk’s movement, he wasn’t even wounded!

“He has Scales!” Ocarina mumbled. “Mark...”

They exchanged odd understanding looks.

“I’ll cover you,” Mark suddenly said. “Sand, get the animals.”

He was addressing the fourth member of the crew, a taciturn red-skinned and flat-faced human whom I hadn’t had the time to study yet. Sand nodded and rolled down to the torros and karkhs hidden in the brushwood.

“Anything happens, don’t wait for me, I’ll catch up to you...” Mark added and started sneaking down the slope, hiding behind rocks. I glimpsed a flashing Rune, and a faint haze enveloped his silhouette. I couldn’t believe my eyes, but the huge barbarian was gone, transformed into a translucent outline that could only be detected by the air trembling when he moved. Having turned invisible, Mark descended to the river: cautiously, without leaving tracks. Going by his direction, he intended to reach the other shore while all eyes were glued to the duel!

In the meantime, Guy continued attacking his opponent with the scarlet beam, but his attempts were futile. Alas, the latter already knew that trick and could easily evade the blows that shattered stones or raised clouds of steam over the water.

His retaliation, however, proved nastier. Sharktail was an Ascendant of the Riverfolk, and he invoked the river’s might. The steaming water suddenly rose and receded from the shore, gathering in a giant tide behind Zirdan’s back, and came crashing down on Guy.

Our leader was sent flying, his head disappearing beneath the surface, and waves across the shoal seethed around Zirdan’s pale body. Slithering like an eel, he dove into his native element, trying to reach his opponent. His logic was clear: unlike the human, he could fight in water just as well as on land and stood a good change to finish off the blinded and dazed warrior dragged down by his heavy armor.

But he had miscalculated.

When water subsided, we saw two bodies intertwined. Guy and Zirdan were grappling each other; our Ascendant had lost his helmet and spear but maintained a secure grip on his opponent, not letting him escape. The other man struggled desperately, like an eel caught in a trap, trying to escape and hitting our leader with his unarmed hand, but nothing worked.

Roaring like a bear, Guy slowly raised him up, clasping him tighter and tighter. A real titan of a human! Blood trickled down his face and armor, but the Ascendant didn’t seem to care. Zirdan screamed, his mouth open, his eyes bulging. He clearly couldn’t get enough air and was suffocating, his struggling growing weaker with every second. And then I heard a crunch, the sickening sound of breaking bones.

Sharktail shrieked and went limp. Guy released him, and the body of the Riverfolk Ascendant slumped down on the rocky shoal, slightly twitching.

I didn’t know if he was choked half to death, his ribs broken, or if our leader had shattered his spine.

Reeling, Guy turned toward us and raised his hand with a closed fist. I won — that’s what that gesture meant.

Dead silence fell over the ford. It was broken by a sharp whizz that abruptly ended in a fleshy pop. An arrow sent flying from across the river went right through Guy’s neck, its bloody tip exiting under his chin. For a few seconds, he was still standing, trying to say something while looking at us, then finally collapsed face-down, right on the sharp rocks.

Chaos broke out.

Sobbing, Randy peeked out from behind the rock and pressed the trigger of his impulse rifle. Blue flashes of plasma flew toward the woods on the other side, breaking the trees and setting them ablaze. Two Suvorovs started raining down bursts of fire right next to me, while Ocarina, hastily tearing off the caps, threw smoke grenades right at the shoal. As they fell, they immediately spread ribbons of gray fumes.

I couldn’t understand what was going on, didn’t know what they were going to do. The flat-faced Sand atop Guy’s karkh was already bringing us the mounts. Grye, painfully grasping my hand, pointed at a free torro while jumping into the second.

Ocarina and Randy laid down cover fire, still focusing on the opposite shore. The forest was collapsing into the water and burning in blasts of plasma, a thick cloud of smoke spreading across the shoal — and we charged right there in a suicidal rush.

It was madness. What were we doing?! A gray shroud enveloped us. I heard non-stop gunfire, screams, and the bleating of terrified animals. Ocarina passed us over, blazing away at the white light, Randy and Sand on her trail. Rocks, gray sand, splashing water... Ocarina yelled something, a furious shriek, and Grye yanked his reins, stopping the torro. I saw an unmoving body in gray plasteel armor under its hooves.

A dead Guy Flow, his head in a red halo of a bloodstain.

Several spectral Runes glowed above his body.

“Help me!” Grye yelled, jumping on the ground.

I didn’t want to do it, but I had no choice: as soon as my hands touched Guy’s body, the runes rushed into me in a ghostly cavalcade.
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I had no time to look around! With an effort, we lifted the heavy body and hoisted it on the back of one of the torros. The hectic shootout continued, the animals fretted, we kept coughing, suffocating from the acrid smoke, and the hitherto-inactive Riverfolk started to return fire. Not immediately, though, as if they were just as deeply shocked by what had transpired.

Arrows buzzed in the air. Thankfully, the smokescreen had its advantages: they couldn’t aim well. Still, a few arrows sunk into the sand right next to us, another grazed Grye’s hair, and a few went into the massive torros. The injured animals mooed, but we were already in the saddles and past the hardest stretch of the road, the deep mid-section of the ford.

That was nuts! Through the smoke, I could see the blurry shapes of the Riverfolk swan-diving into the water from the tall banks. They seemed to be swimming toward us: I kept glimpsing their tattoo-covered backs among the gray waves. Ocarina and Randy continued firing, and Sand yelled furiously, prodding the animals forward. Enemy fire intensified: another arrow emerged from the smoke and pierced the tightly packed parcel an inch from my leg. The wooly torros kept shuddering and wailing in pain.

A tattooed body appeared on our way, trying to intercept us. The torros, frenzied from blood, smoke, and their wounds, simply swept it from their path, throwing it aside. Other half-naked savages climbed up the rocks, wielding bone blades and spears, but we had already crossed the ford and started ascending the slope. Stones and gray sand flew out from under our hooves, and the trees around us were aflame, some of them falling into the river, but the smoke slowly dissipated, despite Ocarina continuing to throw grenades as she rode. I didn’t see Mark. Others kept shooting, screaming like mad and spurring their stumbling mounts.

The slope. The forest. The whistling death. How had they risked such a suicidal breakthrough? I pressed myself to the torro’s neck, clasping its horns, having no idea how to handle a riding bull, but thankfully, the animal was obediently following the others’ lead. We picked up good speed and broke into a heavy gallop, lining up the torros into pairs. Ahead of us, Sand set the pace on his lizardbird, while Randy and Ocarina were in the rear, firing back.

Mark was nowhere to be seen, same as his karkh mount.

If the Riverfolk were pursuing us, they had fallen behind almost straight away. A few minutes later, the shooting died down, but we still rode without a backward glance. I saw Grye’s back in front of me and heard Sand’s cries as he mercilessly prodded his torro.

Forward, forward, faster, faster!

How long did that crazy race last? I didn’t know. Maybe an hour, maybe even two. We crossed two streams, and the forest gave way to rocky foothills, forcing us to swerve as we rode up the slope in a spiral loop. It was an ancient road; parts of its stonework still remained, interspersed with piles of treated rocks that used to be buildings. And then I saw a giant triangular facet up close and realized where we were headed: to its top.

The mountaintop was a large empty square tiled with well-preserved slabs of familiar yellowish material. We were sprinting straight toward it, and I couldn’t figure out why — it was a dead end surrounded by a precipice on three sides!

When our hooves clattered against the tiles, I spotted fragments of a multicolored mosaic portraying an arrow, or, rather, its tip pointing at empty space. Without losing speed, our small caravan rode right toward it, and all of a sudden, everything around me changed.

The wind, the temperature, the smells, the light, the landscape — everything!

There were no mountains or cliffs; without any kind of transition, we were racing down an endless grass plain resembling a prairie. A giant triangular arch made of two faceted stone needles loomed behind.


Chapter 12

THE YURR, WHO HAD MIRACULOUSLY survived the entire commotion, stirred and whistled in surprise, just as shocked as me. He climbed on my shoulder and stood up like a curious pillar. I too looked around, not understanding what had happened. There was only one explanation: we passed through a portal operating on the same basis as a translocator from Earth. 

The squad started slowing down. The animals were tired and injured, and so were the people. Seizing an opportunity, I asked Grye,

“Why aren’t we in a hurry anymore?”

“They won’t come farther,” the boy replied hoarsely. “They can’t go beyond the Arrow...”

“Why?!”

“These are the lands of the Grassfolk. We have the right of passage, and the Riverfolk don’t. They don’t like each other. If the Riverfolk risk crossing the Arrow, they’ll be trespassing — and it’s a call for war. They won’t risk it...”

True, a sea of grass stretched out around us: a boundless yellow-green steppe overgrown with tall — above human height — and dense grass. The plants were somewhat similar to their Earth equivalents but several times as big: thick stalks, long massive leaves. Even Sand on Guy’s karkh only slightly towered above the vegetation. Nothing like that grew on Earth, but it was all around me, yellow, green, and blue, huge stems and bright buds. Like sea waves, the plants swayed in the wind, and the incredible fragrance of steppe tickled my nostrils.

In some spots, the grass sea swelled with hills and groves of giant sprawling trees, and the jagged edges of majestic mountain peaks cut through the endless horizon. I surprised myself by recognizing a distinctive three-horned peak and realizing that I was seeing the very mountains to the south of my lake. They were much closer, though, as if we had crossed hundreds of miles in one fell swoop.

“The Arrow... what is it?”

“A Kel gimmick for moving across distances,” Grye explained. “You’ve seen it, right? Come in, come out, and that’s it, you’re somewhere else.”

“A translocator?”

“Yeah, something like that. Only nobody knows how it works.”

“And what’s Kel?”

“Not what but who. The ancients who built Unity.”

“Unity?” I carefully inquired.

“Yes, that’s the name of this world,” the young man replied, a bit startled. “Everything you see around you is Unity.”

“So it’s not Earth?”

“Of course not.” He looked even more surprised. “Haven’t you got it yet?”

“Are the Kel humans?”

“Hmm... Hard to say,” he replied thoughtfully. “The Kel are the Kel, that’s what people say here. They kinda are and kinda aren’t. Nobody really knows for sure, even the locals. They are something like gods to them now.”

“And the locals aren’t Kel?”

“No. The locals are different. Some say they descend from them, but not directly. Others say the Kel created them... Anyway, damned if I know.”

“Are the locals human?” I asked, recalling the Riverfolk’s inhuman teeth and webbed toes.

“Well... yeah.” Grye gave me an odd look. “But not like us...”

“Listen, can you explain to me what actually happened? There, at the ford?”

”But you’ve seen everything,” he said, wincing. “The Riverfolk broke the oath to Unity, attacked when Guy won the fiontar. Killed him, ts-si...”

Guy grimaced, wiping his eyes with his hand, and silently pointed at the former leader’s blood-covered body that lay under a saddlecloth tied to the free torro with two belts.

”Fiontar is a duel?”

”Yes, but not ordinary, sacred to the Ascendants, one on one using Runes... But we’ll see at the moot at the Tree,” he continued. “An oath to Unity is no joke... How did they even risk it, I don’t get it!”

“Where are we headed now?”

“Home.”

“To your settlement? Where is it?”

“Our freehold? There, in the mountains, on a plateau. Not far from here. A day’s travel until the ascent and another day uphill. We’ll be home soon...” Grye intoned, his voice hopeful.

When the triangular arch disappeared from sight, we finally stopped on an elevation under a huge sprawling tree with an astoundingly flat canopy. I hadn’t seen anything like it before: its bell-shaped leaves formed a dense roof, making it resemble a large mushroom. A herd of small hoofed animals was resting in its shadow. Upon our approach, they swiftly fled somewhere into the endless grass.

The tired people slowly unsaddled their mounts. Almost all torros were wounded, one of them bristling with arrows like a porcupine: at least a dozen bone darts protruded from its skin. Bloodstained, it plodded along the road and then lied down and stopped moving while Sand treated its wounds, muttering something encouraging. Fortunately, the giant bulls had really thick fur and tough hide, so the Riverfolk arrows hadn’t sunk deep. Apparently, Randy was also injured: one of the arrows had grazed his shoulder, leaving a long scarlet mark. He had stopped the bleeding while we rode, and Ocarina was busy carefully bandaging the wound.

“Hey, whatsyourname,” she addressed me, “do you have a first aid kit?”

“My name’s Sigurd.” I handed her a sealed translucent pack. “Need help?”

“I’ll handle it,” she snorted.

I finally got the opportunity to examine all of them closely. Grye — thin, with tangled hair — seemed to be the youngest of the bunch. His clothes and gear weren’t as good, too: some of it worn and Earth-made, some crafted by hand, such as a quilted leather jacket and boots resembling moccasins. Randy, a fiery redhead about twenty with shaved temples and high cheekbones, looked tougher and more experienced. A mean glare, an unpleasant smirk, quick movements — it’s like he was a not-fully-tamed animal projecting clear animosity. But the third man, Sand, was quite different.

After getting a better look, I realized that he wasn’t human rather than, as Grye had put it, a local.

He had a flat face the color of deep copper, a wide nose, and a slanted light-yellow eye, like an owl’s. Yes, one eye, because in place of the second was a disgusting scar, similar to a burn mark. Sand’s black hair was braided at the back of his head, revealing slightly pointed ears. A short, almost invisible, neck, a stocky build... He was far from tall but long-armed and quite robust, wearing only shaggy black paints and a leather vest against the skin. I didn’t notice any weapons, other than a longbow next to his saddle and a weird curved dagger in a sheath hanging on his neck. He also spoke Globish but was terse and laconic, with an odd articulation of a foreigner.

A man, but not a human. He might not have had webbed toes, but all of his anthropomorphic features put together made it obvious that he belonged to a completely unknown race.

As I studied them, they were studying me.

“Hey, Sigurd, do you have food? From Earth?” Grye asked me eagerly. “Will you let me try it?”

“So, a blue jumpsuit...” Ocarina drawled, sitting down across from me and devouring a bar of the pemmican rations I had shared with my new companions. “A Specialist... Do you remember your specialization?”

“No. I don’t.”

She undressed, taking off a heavy jumpsuit from the Scout series, which revealed a tight-fitting khaki tank top, tattered and tied in a large knot above her belly. All of us were sweaty, and the fabric stuck to the skin, not even hiding the piercings on her small breasts, but the girl didn’t seem to care. On the contrary, she leaned back provocatively, as if showing off. Was she trying to get a rise out of us?

“You have a rich boy written all over you. An ecopolis? Or one of the old cities?”

“No idea.”

She let out a whistle, elaborate and sonorous. Maybe that’s why she was nicknamed after an instrument.

“Do you remember anything at all?”

“Almost nothing.”

My eyes kept being drawn to her half-bare breasts.

“What are you gawking at?” she snorted, immediately noticing my gaze. “Fancy my tits? They’re not for the likes of you.”

“Hahaha! Maybe he hasn’t seen women for a month,” Randy chuckled.

“Doubtful, looks too clean... Been here long?”

What a flippant and in-your-face dame — going by her tattoos and hairdo, she was from Earth and the dregs of some anthill’s social ladder. Ink like that was all the rage around those endless trash-filled esplanades. Her lingo and mannerisms seemed fitting for a gang of small-time thugs plaguing the residents of lower levels, too. I knew I was cut from a different cloth: it was clear from my appearance, speech, and demeanor. Different social classes, different standards of communication, and therefore, a different approach to life, even if both of us had come from Earth.

”It’s my fifth day.”

”You got lucky to be found so quickly,” she remarked nonchalantly. “When my capsule dropped, I spent a month traipsing around the Ring. Got picked up by a band of outcasts... That shit was nasty. Don’t even want to remember that.”

”How long have you been here?”

”Almost three full cycles.” She shrugged. “Almost four years in Earth time.”

”What about you?” I asked the guys.

”I was born here. Randy too...” Grye grumbled reluctantly.

”Here?” I was flabbergasted. “So how long have the capsules been falling?”

”Twenty-seven years,” Ocarina sneered. “Didn’t expect that, huh?”

”The message from Cosmo says that we must recolonize Earth,” I said, trying to clear up my conjectures once again. “But it’s not Earth, is it?”

“Ah-huh! Are you blind? Of course it’s not Earth,” Ocarina spat. “The Vox’s full of crap.”

“So what planet is this?”

“A planet? It’s not a planet at all,” she chuckled enigmatically.

“Then what is it?”

“Hell if I know. Just Unity. Look, it’s complicated. When we get to the freehold, go talk to Mathias, he’ll explain. The eggheads have lots of theories about this...”

“And what happened to Helga?”

“Nobody knows that,” Ocarina chuckled again.

“But how can it be?”

“That’s how. We have no connection to the ark, and it keeps pulling weird maneuvers. Nobody knows what happened to the captain and the on-duty staff. Capsules are dropped in line with Cosmo’s emergency protocols. And this drivel’s been going on for twenty-seven years...”

“So the ark’s in orbit?”

“There’s no real orbit here... but you could say that.”

“And you never tried getting there?”

“How would we do it? We don’t have any flywings, and none of us ever learned to fly. They say Colony Alpha tried it, though. Two or three times.”

“And?”

“No dice. They got shot down.”

“How, who, with what? Was it Helga itself?”

“Kinda like what happened to you, with battle Runes. As for who... I don’t know for sure. There are rumors.” The girl narrowed her eyes. “But they say, the Watchers of Unity don’t like this stuff.”

“Who are those Watchers?”

“Alpha minds.”

“Alpha minds?” I repeated, confused.

“Yes, that’s what the eggheads call them. It’s hard to explain. Anyway, we can’t get close to Helga, and flying here... We’re not allowed to do it.”

“Strange. I don’t get it,” I confessed.

“That’s all right, you’ll get used to it. If you survive.” Ocarina gave me a vicious grin.

“What are we waiting for now?”

“Dark. He promised to catch up to us.”

I wasn’t sure at first, but she seemed to be talking about Mark. Was “Dark” his nickname? Well, it fit the gloomy barbarian just fine. I wasn’t even sure he had survived the chaos at the ford but said nothing. It was bad enough already to be the reason for the death of an Ascendant and the leader of their so-called “spear.” Nobody was blaming me, but I felt guilty anyway: everything could have gone differently had I picked another route or even stayed at my camp.

“I’d rather you tell us how you tamed the yurr,” Grye asked. “Where did you find him?”

Petting Shoo, I briefly described our story, avoiding the unnecessary details — the seed of the Tree and the other tribulations. Intuition told me that it was too early to talk about that. I didn’t particularly want to confide in them, either. I didn’t like the cocky Ocarina or the scowling Randy and the clear animosity emanating from him. Sand was a real puzzle for me, always quiet or speaking in monosyllables but never taking his observant gaze off me. Grye was the only one who seemed normal, but there was something off about him too, a fleeting envy when he glanced at my jumpsuit, boots, and especially cryptor. Combined, they resembled a motley crew of ragged bandits more than a search party of an Earth colony. If everyone there was like them, then things weren’t going well at all...

“I saw such critters when we traveled for the moot to the Tree for the moot,” Ocarina said. “The Treefolk had them. They tend to giant plantations there, a family of yurrs living under each field. They plant, they water, they harvest, and then give it to the people. It’s like an instinct for them. Word is, the Kel bred them for this. This one must be lost, ending up in such wilderness... It’s funny that he abandoned his garden and fell in with you.”

Mark showed up when the Tree was starting to fade. His karkh was walking with a noticeable limp, while the barbarian himself was covered with caked blood up to his eyebrows. I wasn’t sure if it was his own or someone else’s, but his step was light, and I was startled by that man’s stamina. Genetically, he was 100% human from Earth, just remarkably hardy and athletic, yet his behavior and personality seemed to completely belong to that world. Unlike me, Ocarina, Grye, and even Guy, Mark the Dark was flesh of its flesh. I wondered if he was born there. If he was twenty-five to twenty-seven, that was quite possible...

“Riverfolk lost four men today, if we count the Ascendant,” he told us. “They already regret breaking the oath... Are you all right?”

“Randy got nicked, and all torros too, one of them a fair bit...”

“Good. We’ve taught them a lesson...” Mark said, washing off blood with a leather waterskin handed to him by Ocarina. “But we lost Guy. Where’s his body?”

Guy’s body was lying in the shadow of a tree, covered with a saddlecloth. Mark walked up to it, threw back the cloth, and froze for a second. Then he abruptly turned to us.

“Where’s his Starblood, Slate, and Runes? Ocarina... did you take them?!”

He talked quietly but with such menace that everyone suddenly felt the danger coming from him: the giant barbarian transformed into a feral beast ready to ruthlessly maul his prey.

“N-no, Mark... how could y-you think...” the girl stammered. Her shoulders started shaking, and I realized that Ocarina was extremely frightened. “I... I didn’t touch it! I didn’t even look!”

“Then who?” Mark asked, closing in. “You’re the only Ascendant here.”

“I didn’t take it, I swear!” she exclaimed. “Everyone saw that I never approached him! I made a point not to!”

The barbarian harshly grabbed her neck and looked into her eyes. For a moment, I thought that he was going to lift her up with one hand and choke her, but a second later, he let her go.

“I believe you. You’re too scared. You wouldn’t have the guts to do that. But then who?!”

“I don’t know, Mark! I swear, I d-don’t!” The girl’s teeth clattered from fear.

“At the ford... did you see his body? Were there any Runes?”

“There was too much smoke, it was a battle! I didn’t look, I didn’t have time! The body was picked up by Grye and... Sigurd.”

“They aren’t Ascendants,” Mark muttered grimly.

I opened my mouth to confess that he was mistaken, and I was, in fact, an Ascendant, and it was me who had accidentally taken Guy’s Starblood and Runes. Instead, I realized that I couldn’t utter a single sound, a deep voice booming in my head.

“QUIET! If you want to live, be quiet!”

“Why?” I pleaded mentally.

That time, the invisible voice deigned to explain.

“Can’t you see that this Ascendant is chasing Runes? If he learns you took them, he’ll kill you and take them for himself. If you want to live, be quiet!”

“Although...” Mark mused and gave me an intense look, green wolf-like embers shining in his eyes. Then he said quietly,

“Show me your wrists.”

“What?” My own voice sounded like a stranger’s. “Why?”

“Show me your wrists, I said. Right now!”

Confused about what he wanted, I rolled up the jumpsuit’s sleeves and demonstrated my hands from all sides. Ocarina spoke up, her voice unsure.

“I’ve already looked. He doesn’t have a Stigmata. Where’d he get it? He’s only been here five days!”

“We only know that from his words.”

He studied me really closely, even feeling my wrists with his rough fingers, as if trying to find something under my skin. Seeing his hands, I suddenly figured out Mark’s real goal. Both he and the girl had round dot-like teardrops flashing on their left wrists, not immediately conspicuous. But a similar item was lying in my cryptor. That dot must be the flat head of a Stigmata nail driven into the wrist, just like the one in the skeleton inside the crypt. The mark of an Ascendant, which I, for some reason, didn’t possess.

“Because you’ve taken my blood,” the mysterious voice once again whispered. “True Ascendants don’t need the marks of Eternity.”

“Yes, he really doesn’t have a Stigmata,” Mark pondered, finally releasing me. “Then what happened? Did one of the Riverfolk Ascendants steal the Runes from under our noses? That prick, Sharktail, was he still lying there with a broken spine?”

“I didn’t see him. I thought he had crawled away into the water,” Ocarina confessed.

“You didn’t see anything at all, where were you even looking?” Marks snapped. “Don’t you forget, Ocarina, or the rest of you if you ever want to become Ascendants. The most important thing here is Starblood!”


Chapter 13

THAT WAS THE ONLY MOMENT when Mark betrayed his true emotions. I looked into his wolfish eyes, felt his spite, greed, and the barely restrained aggression that scared the living daylights out of his “spearmates,” and realized that the strange voice was absolutely right. Starblood, the Runes, and the power given by them meant much more to the barbarian than something as insignificant as human lives. 

Confessing that I had picked them up would be deadly. It might go against my morals — no matter how you slice it, I accidentally took something that didn’t belong to me — but revealing myself then and there would be a bad idea.

Mark once again carefully examined Guy’s body, quickly searching it, unclasping the cryptor on his wrist, and collecting something else. Then he covered the corpse with a cloth and turned to us, his expression completely calm and impenetrable.

“Tie the animals up and go to sleep. We’ll leave early,” he ordered. “Sand, take the first shift.”

After his blowup, the overall mood was darker than black. Nobody was putting up tents or starting a fire, although to me, the air there seemed a bit colder than by the lake. After chewing the strips of dry and extremely salty meat, the people simply wrapped themselves in blankets and saddlecloths, using saddles and packs from unharnessed animals as pillows. I had helped to unload the latter. Apparently, they contained torro feed — gray unrefined grain — food supplies, and personal stuff. Grye walked up to me and watched with interest as I pulled my belongings, a thick rug and a brand-new sleeping bag, out of the cryptor. He handed me a plastic flask with muddy yellow liquid resembling oil. I took it, got a curious whiff, and almost teared up from the foul odor that resembled a mix of eucalyptus with acetone.

“Pour a drop into your bed and smear a bit behind your ears. Not with your finger, with a rag!” Grye advised. “Otherwise, a treebug or a nightcrawler might get in... Lots of them around here...”

I gave him a grateful nod and followed his suggestion, asking softly as I returned the stinky concoction,

“So, this Starblood, what is it?”

“Well... Everyone knows that. This stuff, it’s spread across the entire Unity. It’s in beasts, plants, items, minerals, but not all of them, only the strongest and most special. Ascendants can sense it, collect it, and use it for Runes and Skills...”

“Where did it come from in the first place?”

“The locals say that Starblood, Slates, and Runes were created by the Kel.”

“Created for what?”

“For Ascension, obviously. To make people stronger.”

“They’ve forgotten everything,” the voice in my head whispered. “How many thousands of cycles have passed?”

Heavy sorrow like the ash of a fire long gone: the stranger’s emotion was as vivid as those I experienced myself. What an odd, horrifying feeling, as if an all-knowing ghost was standing behind my shoulder, a part of me but not me at all.

I didn’t ask Grye any more questions. Evidently, I had a much more informed source in my own head. A mild panic overwhelmed me. What had happened to me? Could I be simply losing my mind, and all those voices were hallucinations caused by a developing psychosis?

After setting up for the night, I tried to curb the frenetic thoughts. Around me, people snoozed, torros snorted, and Sand’s dark silhouette loomed against the lilac sky. The day’s events kept gnawing at me. Guy Flow’s Starblood and Runes didn’t belong to me; I didn’t even know what Ascendants were supposed to do in cases like that. Going by Mark’s reaction, he had expected to take them himself. Or was he going to deliver them to the settlement? I didn’t know, and asking was dangerous, especially after I had shown weakness by not confessing that I took them myself.

“You did the right thing. Avoiding conflict with a superior force is wise, not cowardly,” the voice in my head said. “The winner is the one who knows when to fight and when not to.”

It was a deep male voice, sonorous and rich. I could tell that its owner knew how to deliver a speech before a crowd of thousands and give out orders to armies of warriors. Was it the voice of the man who had spoken and fought the demigod trio at the burning city back in my vision? I couldn’t understand...

“Who are you, dammit?!” I asked him mentally.

“You won’t get it.”

“Then explain the way I can!”

“How? I don’t understand who you are, and you won’t understand who I am. Too much time has passed...”

“What are you doing in my head?”

The answer came in a few seconds.

“You took my blood. Now, it’s part of you, and I am its... essence? Charge? Soul? Your language is so poor. It doesn’t have the right words.”

“Can you... get out of my head? For good?”

That made him fall quiet for a while, as if thinking.

“I don’t know. I need time.”

“Do you have a name?” I asked.

“I do. But it’s too early for you to know it. You don’t even know your own.” The voice seemed to have chuckled.

“What do you want?”

“The same thing as you,” he replied. “To survive, to understand, and to remember. And if we’re connected, I’ll help you survive too.”

He chuckled again, sensing my emotions.

“You’re wrong to think yourself unlucky. I climbed high up the stairs of Ascension and know many of its secrets. I will guide you through it too. And your personal freedom... well, now the two of us share it.”

To tell you the truth, that prospect didn’t sit well with me at all. I had the voice of an unknown creature from an alien world sitting in my head, evidently capable of seeing through my eyes and reading my thoughts. That seemed like a load of crap! If that continued, I would lose my mind, not to mention the intimate moments of my personal life.

“I’d rather have my own body too, but fate didn’t leave us a choice.”

There was regret in his voice. Well, at least he was sensible... or just seemed to be? But those thoughts were for later. I asked a question that was really bothering me.

“Why can’t the others see that I’m an Ascendant? See my Starblood?”

“I’ve already said — it’s because you have my blood. Such are its properties. It’s... stronger? Or is it higher? Bad language, poor language... I was an Ascendant before the Kel forged the first Stigmata. The Nails of Eternity were created for the lesser races, and the Kel wanted to walk among them unrecognized. That is a flaw, one of many.”

“So you’re a Kel?”

He was silent for a long time before finally answering.

“You won’t get it.”

“That’s why I can’t reveal my nature to people?”

“Do it if you want to die,” the voice chastised me. “But there’s no wisdom in that. Know that if the Ascendants marked by Eternity learn about me and my blood, they will strike you down without hesitation. You’re weak. Your stage of Ascension is wood, dirt, garbage. Starblood and Runes are more of a temptation than you assume. And possessing my blood is a death sentence.”

All of that was a weird mystery, the difference between the bearers of Stigmata and me. So far, I couldn’t get to its bottom, but I got the gist of it: if I told the truth, my life would be in danger. Not even because of Starblood and Guy Flow’s Runes but the very reason I was an Ascendant.

“Yes, you’re right,” the voice confirmed. “Keep hiding your power. If you’re strong, demonstrate weakness. If you’re smart, let them think you a fool. If you have knowledge, don’t share it unnecessary. Then no enemy will defeat you.”

“But these people aren’t my enemies!” I protested.

“Are you certain you know who your enemies are?”

He was right. I didn’t know.

I was terribly tempted to look what Runes I had received from the fallen leader of the spear but feared opening a runic circle so close to other Ascendants. I had seen them activate their interfaces, and they could notice me using mine. Starblood might be invisible, but I shouldn’t push my luck. Instead, I needed to sleep: after a stressful day, my muscles were throbbing, and the stiff saddle had transformed my bum into a sore spot. And I had an entire day of riding ahead of me...

Near the morning, the voices in my head were proven right once again.

If not for the vigilant Shoo, the thief might have succeeded. He snuck up on me in complete darkness, seizing an opportunity, and started cautiously and very gently activate the cryptor bracelet on my arm. He might have wanted to dig around the extradimensional storage and grab something or maybe even unclasp and take the bracelet itself — a really valuable artifact for those people!

But things turned out differently. The yurr started squealing, and I woke up and saw a dark figure holding my wrist Acting more out of instinct than consciously, I stood up without missing a beat, wrenched my hand away, and elbowed the thief in the face in a backward strike.

Snap! The man fell on the ground, clutching at his face, but immediately sprang to his feet and lunged at me, trying to pin me down. Fortunately, I had already unzipped my sleeping bag and met him with an unexpected kick in the chest. Once again, my opponent was sent flying. He shrieked and scrambled back to his feet, and in the dim light, I saw the glint of metal in his hand. A knife!

He was ready to lunge again but froze as he stumbled into the black aperture of my Defender aimed at him point-blank. It was Randy! A face as mean as a disturbed marten’s, shaved temples, shaggy red hair, lips pressed into a thin line.

“Don’t move!” I warned him.

Chink! Something struck the barrel of my gun, knocking it out of my hands, something black, long, and fast-moving. Defender fell somewhere in the bushes, and I suddenly saw Mark three steps away from me, holding his compound bow and poised to shoot. A black-plumed arrow lay on his bowstring, expressly pointed at me.

“The next one to twitch gets his balls shot off,” Dark said, completely serious. “Randy, put the knife on the ground!”

The redhead obeyed, baring his teeth in anger and glaring at me, hatred in his eyes. His nose had turned into a crooked sawtooth and was rapidly swelling, blood trickling from both nostrils.

“Heh, what a frisky kitty,” Ocarina yawned. “You’re a sharp customer, aren’t you? What’re you fighting about?”

“He wanted to take my cryptor,” I said hoarsely, clasping the bracelet dangling from my hand.

“I... just wanted to wake him up for his guard shift, and he came at me, all mad, as if under Vaal!” Randy blurted out.

“I see. What do you say?” Mark turned to me.

“I’ll say that he wanted to get into my cryptor while I slept,” I replied, catching my breath. “Thief!”

“Lies! He broke my nose, I think!” Randy hissed with pain, carefully touching his reddening and swelling nose.

“Next time, I’ll just shoot you,” I promised him.

“Watch what you say,” Mark said through his teeth. “Everyone has guns here. We don’t point weapons at each other, never! Or you get banished. Got it, Sigurd?”

He lowered his bow, made a few steps, and picked up the fallen Defender.

“I’ll take this for now,” he said without a smile, his tone soft and malevolent. “I don’t give a damn which of you is lying. In the freehold, you can cut each other’s throats for all I care, but try another stunt in the field, and you’ll be duking it out to eat karkh shit.”

Mark wasn’t kidding or exaggerating. He really was capable of making good on his threat without much effort. I noticed Randy turn sullen and acquiesce, once again caught his hate-filled stare — and realized that I had just made myself the first enemy.

I didn’t give a damn. I wasn’t going to let anyone dig around my stuff. Those people, already molded by the new world, were half-savages who only understood the language of force. They wouldn’t care for kindness and peace. Therefore, I had to act appropriately. First of all, I needed to lock the cryptor with a DNA key. Yes, it would complicate the access to the storage: the extradimensional cube won’t open at my first mental command, so I would lose speed and the ability to retrieve items in one movement, but keeping my belongings safe was more important. After all, on top of the Colonist Kit, I had the Ygg-Tree Seed, the Stigmata, and the noxwolf eggs. I feared even imagining how my new companions would react to such discoveries...

“If everyone’s awake and, going by your eyes, full of energy, we don’t need to wait for the treeday,” Mark continued. “Ocarina, take a look at Randy’s nose. The rest, start packing.”

It was still early, the silhouette of the golden Tree barely visible on the horizon, so few of us were pleased. The sleepy people began to pack up and load the torros once again. After checking the animals, Sand walked up to Mark and said,

“One torro can’t walk.”

The night before, I had noticed that one of the black bulls wasn’t doing well at all. He had gotten a bunch of arrows, lost a lot of blood, and walked with a limp. The morning didn’t improve things: he was lying still, unwilling to stand up. Sand tried to rouse him, but the bull barely reacted, probably too weak from his wounds and slowly dying.

“Grye!” the barbarian called out the boy and handed him the knife taken from Randy. “Lay the torro to rest.”

“I don’t... know how to kill animals. I’ve never done it,” Grye replied hesitantly. I could see that he had no stomach for Mark’s job.

“That’s how you learn,” Mark said. “Sand will show you where to strike.”

“Why can’t Sand—”

“Because I want you to do it,” the barbarian snapped, his teeth gritted. “It’s either you or the tygrexes. I’d rather you do it.”

Grye reluctantly walked up to the lying animal. As if sensing that his death was near, the torro raised his bulbous head, looked at the human, and let out a plaintive bleat.

“I can’t!” Grye dropped the knife. “He’s alive... he’s looking...”

“Come on!” Mark urged him.

But the boy was just trembling and shaking his head. Grunting in irritation, Sand pushed him away, stood over the animal, and with a short movement of his curved knife, ended its suffering.

“Thank you, Sandwyrm,” Mark praised him, standing up from his place. “Grye, you’re a weakling! You’ll never become an Ascendant. Next time, you’ll go with women to the caves to pick mushrooms instead of raiding...”

Ocarina burst out giggling, but the barbarian shut her up with a vicious glare. I realized that I had become a witness to an educational session, but Mark’s stint as a teacher was underwhelming. Grye might have failed to finish off a defenseless animal but acquitted himself well in battle under the arrows of the river savages. Abruptly, I realized that I wouldn’t want to get into Mark’s spear and take the place of the indecisive boy — such people and methods rubbed me the wrong way. And for the first time, my cozy lake seemed not that bad of a place...

After that, we rode, two lizardbirds and the four surviving torros. And, as I suspected, my tender backside was destined to turn into a bloody callus.

The Grass Sea, endless, with no paths or roads, just a solid tangle of rippling plants, a vast untamed field. How those people navigated that place remained a mystery, but Mark confidently lead the way, heading toward the mountains, and Sand used Guy’s karkh to prod the torros from the back. The black bulls picked up a good pace, and the lizardbirds kept either outpacing us or disappearing on the flanks. After one such disappearance, I noticed a red spatter on karkh’s snout, its jaws chewing on something as it ran. Evidently, they didn’t mind hunting on the go.

Aside from running, the fanged creatures also used long soft jumps to travel, and maintaining balance on their back was a real art. However, Sand turned out to be a confident rider, and Mark seemed one with his lizard.

I asked the sullen Grye a few questions about Sand. I turned out to be correct: he was a local who had fallen in with the human settlement. A while back, Sand’s tribe attacked the settlers (according to Grye, they lived in another place back then) but suffered a loss and was almost completely exterminated. Some of the wounded attackers were captured, including a young hunter named Sandwyrm. That’s when he lost his eye, too. He spent a few years with the humans as a captive, then got freed and released but chose to stay in the colony — he didn’t really have a place to go. In the years spent by their side, Sand learned the human language and became a full-fledged citizen of the Earth freehold, a warrior, and one of its best hunters. Grye mentioned a few other natives permanently residing in the settlement. I was looking forward to meeting them.

Grye himself was on some kind of “probationary period,” as was Randy. They had been assigned to Guy Flow’s battle spear to learn combat and survival skills outside of the freehold, and that expedition was only his third. He was quite upset that he wouldn’t get into another one.

”But is there really nothing to do in the settlement?” I asked.

“Oh, there’s lots to do and never enough men,” the boy replied, resentful. “You can mine minerals, build houses, tend to animals and fields, craft stuff in workshops... but you’ll never become an Ascendant there. I asked Guy to take me, Sigurd! It’s the only place you can prove yourself and earn a Stigmata and Starblood...”

“How do you become an Ascendant?”

“You need a Stigmata. Getting them is real hard. They’re issued by the Temple of Eternity in exchange for Starcoins.”

“Starcoins?” I echoed. That thing was mentioned in the list of rewards in my Atlas.

“Well, it’s a long story,” he said with a sigh. “There are Watchers, they give assignments to Ascendants. For completing them, you get Starcoins. Those coins can be traded in the Temple of Eternity for Stigmata, Runes, and artifacts... But it’s a long and complicated process. If we’re lucky, we get two Stigmata per moot, sometimes three. Then the chiefs decide who’ll become the next Ascendant...”

I didn’t understand much, but there was clearly a link between the mysterious Watchers and the Temple of Eternity. The Stigmata, the moot, the Starcoins... So, the Earth colony had accepted the rules of someone else’s game? Our people were trying to become Ascendants and following the ridiculous rules of the whacky Powers-That-Be? And by all accounts, the Ascendants were made specifically out of warriors who had proven their combat prowess.

“Nothing surprising about that, as Starblood is a weapon too,” the voice in my head whispered. “Ascension is an ancient procedure, but the Stigmata were created to draw the lesser races into fighting the Worms, give them a weapon capable of winning without also losing control over them...”

“Fighting what?”

“The Worms. The progeny of the Outer Beasts.”

“Who are they?”

“You won’t get it.”

But I got something else, something more important at the moment. For returning a Stigmata, the Temple of Eternity promised a reward of another Stigmata (weird, why would they?), one Starcoin, and something called Glory. That already allowed me to make certain conclusions about the nominal cost of Starcoins and the value of Stigmata. Unity’s mission promised a hundred Starcoins and a gold Rune for planting and protecting the Seed. How many Stigmata could be “bought” for a hundred coins? Ten, twenty, fifty? I didn’t know, but a hundredfold difference meant that a very valuable thing was lying in my cryptor. It might cost as much as the local Ascendants would make in several years of working for the mysterious Watchers. The voice was silent, but I became even more determined to keep quiet about the seed of the Tree before I figured out its true worth.

I can’t say that our trip was completely incident-free. Ocarina clearly kept using Keen Hearing, Mark twice ordered us to break into gallop, as if getting away from something we couldn’t see, and once even told us to dismount, hide the animals, and lie in the tall grass for half an hour. A distinct tremor rolled over the ground, and somewhere in the distance, a tall cloud of dust slowly drifted across our path. I guessed that a herd of hoofed animals had raised it, but Grye whispered,

“Goliaths... Maybe an entire pack...”

“Are there many dangerous animals around?” I wondered.

“Yes. Goliaths, tygrexes, wargs... Sometimes, we get packs of taurs.” He licked his lips nervously. “Even caesars show up now and then. You need to stay on your guard and keep an ear to the ground, or they’ll chew you up in no time. Or stomp you out...”

As I observed the cloud, I noticed the hazy outlines of huge long-necked monstrosities and couldn’t help but be impressed by their size. Our entire squad could ride beneath the belly of such a giant with our heads up. I couldn’t get a closer look of the pack — Mark shushed us, ordering us to lay low.

Yes, the local wildlife was unconventional. It somewhat reminded me of the prehistoric fauna of Earth, particularly its abnormal size and diversity of forms that couldn’t be encountered side by side in the same time period. Riding torro bulls, feathered lizardbirds, enchidrions and yurrs, goliaths and tygrexes — I had never imagined meeting such marvels...

In the afternoon, I noticed the steppe (or the savannah — that terrain didn’t have any Earth equivalents) slowly recede and the mountains grow taller. The Tree, instead, loomed even farther. It was noticeably colder, with a nasty chilling wind. Giant weirdly-shaped cliffs and strewn boulders became increasingly common in the Grass Sea. The mountains were reminding us of their proximity. At first, I decided that we were headed for the huge three-horned peak standing slightly in front of the main ridge, but the squad turned left and away from it.

When we stopped for the day at a small creek, letting the animals drink, I heard a quiet conversation between Ocarina and Mark.

“Will we swing by Eirik for the night?”

“No,” the barbarian replied after a pause, “we’ll go straight to the South Post, then stop. Before the rise, at the waterfalls.”

“Oh, by the waterfalls,” the girl chuckled with an odd intonation, as if flirting. “Fine... Why not at the ranch?”

“Won’t be right for Eirik to learn the bad news first.” Mark gestured with his shoulder, vaguely pointing at the oblong bundle fastened to the back of the free torro — Guy’s body.

“Got it.” Ocarina nodded. “As long as we get no surprises...”

But we did get a surprise. Closer to the end of the treeday (that’s how the locals called the daylight hours), I started recognizing certain traces of civilization: the semblance of roads in the thicket of grass, pyramids of boundary stones clearly arranged by human hands, and most importantly, something akin to temporary pastures walled off by barkwood fences. Then a barely visible smoke popped up on the horizon against the background of a huge mountain trident. There was clearly a dwelling there — a human dwelling! But we passed it by.

“Someone’s following our trail,” Ocarina suddenly warned us. “Looks like a tygrex!”

“A tygrex? Alone?” Mark sounded worried. “Can you hear another one?”

“Alone. It’s moving fast, might catch up with us.”

“It won’t. Sand!”

The barbarian took Randy’s impulse rifle, and together with the native, they turned their lizardbirds around, disappearing in the tall grass.

“A tygrex is a dangerous beast,” Grye muttered. “Especially if it has Starblood...”

However, it was fine. Mark and Sand caught up with us half an hour later, safe and sound.

“All clear,” he announced curtly. “It’s Eirik’s beast. A guard.”

Everyone seemed to breathe out in relief. Even Randy, who had been morose the entire journey, cheered up a little. And Grye told me about Eirik.

“He’s an Earther, like you and me. He’s been here long, from the first colonists, used to with us and then moved out here. See the smokes? He’s got a huge ranch there, lots of workers, seven wives, and fifteen children! Ten of them are daughters, too, all of them so pretty... And the eldest wife, Sugrette, she’s a Nordian, can you imagine it?”

“I can’t,” I confessed.

“The Nordians, they’re...” Grye spread out his hands, as if trying to show me something large and round, but gave up and shook his head. “No, you’ve got to see it...”

I grunted in surprise — it was a revelation for me. Humans could easily crossbreed with the locals and have children?! So, the natives didn’t simply look like people from Earth but were genetically close to us too? It’s not like the shapeshifting girl in the forest didn’t have alluring curves, but I couldn’t imagine settling down with a creature like that. One more thing: apparently, the Earth colonists were moving away from their customs, if Grye talked about a polygamous marriage as something par for the course.

“And he’s not afraid to live here alone?”

“Eirik’s not afraid of anything!” the boy proudly declared. “He’s a really strong Ascendant! Silver, they say. Everyone respects him, even the Grassfolk, everyone comes to him for animals. Where do you think we got these?”

He patted the shaggy bull’s neck.

“Eirik breeds meadow karkhs, torros, capricorns, silkbirds, and lots of other beasts. He even has tygrexes! They don’t listen to anyone but him. I’ve heard rumors that he,” the boy suddenly lowered his voice, “can talk to them. I’ve seen it myself. Maybe it’s Runes, maybe a Skill...”

“A Beastmaster,” the voice commented. “But if silver’s considered a powerful Ascendant, the world’s become poorer than I thought...”

We rode until dark and didn’t stop in the twilight. The mountains obscured the entire horizon, towering over our heads. A while ago, I had spied a rocky ascent, a chain of yellow lights flickering ahead. It smelled of smoke and home, and the tired torros put on speed, perking up.

There was some kind of massive artificial structure there, although I could not make out its shape in the purple dusk. Another slope up, and we saw the bright stars of two powerful projectors emitting translucent beams of light.

“The South Post,” Grye exhaled happily. “We’ve arrived, Sigurd. Beyond it are our lands.”


Chapter 14

WHEN WE DREW NEARER, I saw a wall as tall as several men cut across the rocky slope, its shape betrayed by a chain of yellow lights glowing above it and gradually disappearing into the darkness. The wall was built with bulky trunks of spear-tree, charred and planted deep in the ground. Sawed-out portholes and towers with searchlights made the palisade look truly monumental. I struggled to imagine how much time and effort had gone into its construction. 

But there was probably someone to defend against here. I couldn’t make out details in the dark, but I spotted a lot of traces of past battles around me. Dents, deep scratches, something akin to bullet marks... Some looked completely fresh: the defenders must have never had a dull moment.

There weren’t any proper gates. Searchlight beams crossed on us, human shapes appeared at the top of the walls, and dogs started barking. Wow, they had animals from Earth? Mark or Ocarina must have already sent word about our arrival, so no questions arose. With a horrifying screech, a wide ramp slowly slid out of the wall, coming down to a leveled platform in front of it. That infernal mechanism must have been assembled by Earth technicians from scrap materials and used as a drawbridge. That level of technology slightly shocked me. People had been traveling into space and using molecular replication and transport beams, only for the colonists to resort to such primitive mechanisms just thirty years later? Yikes.

Slowly, we rode upward. The top part of the wall was a large artificial deck protected from the outside world by a breastwork made out of earth and wood. Organized positions lit by glowing crystals of unknown origin, firing points with stationary gauss turrets on rotating platforms, hounds straining at their leashes, their teeth bare... The latter, though, were mostly going through the motions — it was obvious that they weren’t keen on approaching the sharp-toothed karkhs.

We were met by four well-armed people who raised their hands in greeting. Their leader was an Ascendant, a woman in a worn exoskeleton suit well past its prime with an open visor. The fact that she was the only one of her group in a Cybarm spoke a lot about her personality. She had short black hair, sharp features, and a steely piercing look.

“Welcome back.” Her eyes scanned our squad, lingering on me, then returned to Mark. “Where’s Guy?”

“With us.” The barbarian pointed at the back of the torro carrying the oblong bundle that was already covered with dark spots. “He’s dead, Serena.”

The woman’s face seemed to have turned to stone. For a second, she closed her eyes.

“How?”

“We had a run-in with the Riverfolk at the ford. Guy challenged them. Took down their Ascendant. And they shot them.”

“In the back, from the bushes,” Ocarina added.

“Astra fatida,” the woman hissed.

She walked up to the torro, the motors of her cybernetic armor rattling as she laid her heavy hand on the faceless body.

“The old Guy Flow... Poor Kelly. I’ll come to the fort to say goodbye to him,” she said. “Are the rest all right?”

“Yes.” Mark nodded.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” She turned her gaze to me. “Just one? A Specialist?”

“Yes, a blue jumpsuit.”

“That’s something, at least. What’s your name, boy?” she asked me. What a curious lady, far from old but already burned by a hard life and tough to the bone. Her clear gray eyes watched me closely, studying me and gauging all details.

“Sigurd.”

“I’m Serena Lafayette. Welcome to our freehold.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“Don’t get lost. I’ll see you later,” she said. “Will you spend the night here, Mark?”

“At the waterfalls, as usual,” Mark grumbled. “How are things here? Quiet?”

“Not exactly... Let’s go, I’ll show you.”

The ramp had already returned to its position, and we rode ahead. Through the dazzling orbs of the searchlights and behind the defensive positions, I saw something like an inner courtyard formed by buildings of yellow stone and barkwood. Curiously, the entire area between the upward slope and the palisade was strewn with rocks, creating a foundation for a huge flat terrace that held the South Post’s fortifications. In some places, the rocks were tamped and covered with a wooden floor, in others, fastened together with a net, but mostly, simply piled up just below the wall. The double palisade was the only barrier stopping that stone mass from collapsing, and I couldn’t bear to imagine what would happen if it went down, succumbing under the weight and releasing that eclectic avalanche down the slope...

“It’s a primitive trap,” the voice in my head said in a slightly intrigued tone. “See the ropes, the supports, and the levers? If the fort falls, the defenders will bring down the wall, knocking down the attackers with the rocks.”

Maybe he was right: I couldn’t think of any other purpose to that design. So, my compatriots erred on the side of caution? Whom were they defending against with such methods?

Near to the residential-looking buildings stood a military wheeled ATV, and next to it, a light Yamato-type hoverbike. I felt an odd sense of relief at the sight of Earth-designed machinery, despite its weird colors and fully makeshift effects. Not everything had been lost; the colonists still had at least some technological advantages left.

A heap of dead bodies lay on the loading platform of the Karakurt. At first, I thought they belonged to animals — giant bovine torsos, yellow hooves — and shuddered upon finding human arms and heads. Powerful trunks, large shaggy heads, muscular six-fingered hands... In the dark, I couldn’t make out the specific features in the bloody pile, but the creatures highly resembled demihumans, like the mythical centaurs from the Earth legends. Those, however, descended from horses, while the ones in front of me seemed like the cousins of torros. I wasn’t too surprised anymore: if that world had people with webbed toes and pointy ears, why not half-bulls?

“Taurs,” Mark affirmed. “Vaal?”

“Vaal.”

“How many?”

“Three.”

“Anything interesting on them?”

“Just clubs and bows, as usual. They were empty, no Starblood,” Serena chuckled grimly. “Naked, from the wild herds. I think they rode through the foothills around the Flaming Horn, fell under Vaal, and strayed from the herd. Did you meet any Grassfolk on the road?”

“No, we didn’t meet anybody after the Arrow. And we moved very fast.”

“We need to let them know. Might be other bands around...”

“What is Vaal?” I quietly asked Grye. The boy was nodding off in his saddle, and I had to poke him in the ribs to get an answer.

“What? Vaal? It’s when animals or savages go crazy and start attacking everything in their way.”

“Is it a sickness? Like rabies?”

“Nobody knows for sure. It’s not a sickness: just one animal can fall under Vaal or an entire herd...” Grye shrugged. “The natives say that the Watchers inflict it for your sins. It’s a... scourge. Dreadful stuff!”

The voice in my head laughed dryly.

”It’s a hereditary flaw injected by the Kel into the blood of animals. Just a control tool, one of many. Before the Sundering, it was used by the Watchers of Unity to manage the animal population. But then everything changed, the control was lost, and what was once a peaceful instrument became a weapon. The followers of the Worms bred special plants in the Shadowlands, their flying seeds too small to be seen by naked eye. As wind blows them across great distances into inhabited Circles, they activate the flaw, driving the animals into mass frenzy. In such state, the animal can’t feel pain or fear. Obsessed with violence, it attacks anyone it sees. It’s doomed to perish but can only be stopped by fully immobilizing or killing it. That’s what they call Vaal...”

I didn’t ask for details — my head was already spinning from too much new information. Centaurs, Worms, the Sundering, the Circles, Vaal... I was exhausted and wanted to drop down and fall asleep anywhere. My ass was chafing from the saddle and responded to my every movement with a pang of pain. I wasn’t quite sure why we were leaving the South Post and Serena’s spear to climb the mountains in total darkness, risking falling off a bluff or breaking our legs in one of the many potholes.

However, we didn’t ride long, only half an hour. A turn, then another, and dark fangs of cliffs intertwined around us. I heard a quiet rumbling, a hum, and a splashing that could only be made by flowing water falling from up high. By the look of it, we finally reached the waterfalls where Mark had planned to stay the night.

Yes. The squad stopped, and the barbarian ordered us to unsaddle the animals and prepare to rest. He allowed us to forego assigning sentries, which I appreciated. I fell asleep before I could finish counting to ten.

Shoo woke me up. My buddy had already scouted the area and brought me breakfast: a few unfamiliar green fruits. For himself, he caught and chewed on a large twitching insect, a cross between a spider and a ferocious millipede. A real abomination! The interface lit up the captive creature.

Nightmoth

No Starblood present

So that’s what Grye’s stinky oil was warding off! Admittedly, with such a vigilant guardian, I wasn’t in any danger. Shoo, who had gotten used to the squad, dove back into the conifers, and I started looking around, already fully awake.

The others were fast asleep. Only the beds belonging to Ocarina and Mark were empty, but their karkhs were hitched nearby and slumbered peacefully, their leathery eyelids closed.

My body demanded the usual morning ritual. Shivering from the cold, I climbed out of the sleeping back and headed down the slope, trying to find a secluded spot.

Around me were gray mountain peaks and sharp cliffs that reminded me of tall ancient idols. Emerald coniferous trees grew right on their rocky slopes. Yellow soil, thorny bushes that snagged clothes... Straight across from our camp, several silvery waterfalls spewed out of the openings in the rocky ledge, flowing deep into the blue-green chalice of the lake visible through the vegetation. My attention was drawn to the thick fog that looked like smoke curling above the lake and the waterfalls. Tiny jellyfish floated above it, slowly blown away by the wind.

After finishing my business, I decided to get a better look of the scenery and climbed down to the shore. I wanted to collect water into my empty flask, but my plan crashed and burned. The fog turned out to be fumes, and the lake water was warm to the touch, hotter than my body temperature, and tasted slightly sweet. Apparently, that was where geothermal springs emerged to the surface, forming a natural hot bath.

I walked along the shore, jumping between rocks. The fuming lake was large but shallow, with lots of sloping black cliffs sticking out of the water. I took off my jumpsuit, hid it behind a large stone on the shore, and carefully entered the warm water.

It was pure bliss. Covered with sweat and road dirt, my body rejoiced, the muscles resonating with a grateful tingle. I slowly crossed the lake, climbed on the rocks next to the waterfall, and stood underneath it, sensing how the steaming hot current washed away the traces of the two-day-long expedition.

Behind the waterfall was a small grotto invisible from the outside: a small hollow in the solid rock, almost like a secret entrance to a treasure cave. There was no tunnel or cave behind the water curtain, though, just a tiny recess that could only hold one man sitting down. Well, it was a wonderful place to hide from prying eyes and finally examine my Runes...

I climbed into the cavern and settled down comfortably next to a warm wall behind the waterfall. When I opened the interface, something immediately caught my eye: atop the icon of my Slate was a fragment of someone else’s that was trying to attach itself to it.

Ascendant’s Slate Fragment

Grade: bronze

???

???

That was it. No explanation was given. What the hell was that thing and what was its purpose? I risked “ringing out” the fragment, activating it mentally, and got a message.

Combine Slates?

Lines appeared, joining the icons together, but the voice interrupted me.

“Don’t hurry. When an Ascendant dies, his Slate breaks. Some of the Runes disappear for good, others drop, and the rest stay in such Fragments. But to recover them, you’ll need the Rune Master skill. I’ll teach it to you, but not now — it requires bronze Attributes... After we remove the Runes out of this Fragment, it can be combined with ours, improving its grade and capacity. Leave the Fragment alone for now. Its time hasn’t come yet.”

That sounded interesting. I decided to comply, especially since new Runes were already awaiting me in the Slate. The first of them was an improved version of the familiar Lesser Rune of Growth, but with a metallic sheen and a more complex shape.

Rune of Growth

Type: Property Rune

Grade: bronze

Used to improve Attributes, Aspects, and Skills.

Grade: bronze... So far, the ranks of those items and their influence were a mystery to me. However, when I tried to use it on my Attributes, I saw that the potential upgrade filled the entire available scale. The bronze Rune could raise my Spirit, Body, or Mind to ten, skipping over the missing points! Then it equaled at least eight Lesser Runes!

“Ten,” the voice corrected me. “One bronze is ten wood. One silver, ten bronze.”

After his words (I checked), the terms of the ranking slightly changed. The common grade transformed into wood, as if the term match percentage had been altered. Most likely, it happened because the Earthers were also using the “wood-bronze-silver” combination to indicate the power of Ascendants.

So, with that Rune, I could improve my Attribute to the max?

“Yes. Only you shouldn’t,” the voice warned. “First, significant Attribute changes can be noticed by your Ascendants. Second, that wouldn’t be wise. Your stage is wood. Wooden Attributes can be improved by starting Runes. They’re easy to obtain. On the next stage, however, you’ll need bronze Runes. Bronze is much harder to get: you won’t make it alone. Only a fool would spend a bronze Rune on a starting Attribute. It’s like chopping a tail with a battle axe...”

“So I should hold this Rune back?”

“Or use for something else. Look, you just got your first Skill...”

I opened the description of the next Rune. True, it had a completely different type.

Rune of Unarmed Combat

Type: Skill Rune

Grade: wood

Activation: 6 Starblood drops (permanent)

When activated, teaches the Unarmed Combat skill (grade: wood). Disappears upon activation.

Duration: single-use, disappears upon activation

Requirements: Body Attribute of 6 or above

A single-use Skill Rune teaching the Unarmed Combat skill. How was that possible? Something like a database written down straight into the neurons of the brain? As far as I knew, the principles of neural education on Earth allowed to upload external databases into human brain, but that only applied to theoretical knowledge, not physical abilities. However, if Attributes immediately enhanced the organism, it could also be rebuilt to introduce unknown skills — the principle was the same...

“Yes. Starblood is capable of everything,” the voice said. “If you know how to handle it, you can create water out of air and a sword out of stone, turn thought into matter, and shape your body any way you want. Once, I swore never to take students, but fate doesn’t leave me a choice. I will teach you.”

I wasn’t thrilled by his pushiness, especially since I hadn’t asked him for any apprenticeship or agreed to it. The situation in which I ended up annoyed the hell out of me; I hated concealing my powers and laying low, but... I had no choice. And as a source of information, the voice, whoever it was, was priceless.

“What’s better, Ability Rune or Skill Rune?”

“Skills are better. They’re always with you, they don’t take up slots in the Slate, and using them doesn’t consume Starblood. Most importantly, Skills can be improved. But everything has its price. To learn a Skill, you have to permanently lose six drops of Starblood.”

Permanently meant forever. So six drops would be written off and never return, but in exchange, I would get a permanent power? That sounded interesting, of course. The temptation was great, but those Runes weren’t mine. Maybe I would have to give them back, if that was even possible. Shouldn’t I just leave them alone and never touch anything taken from Guy Flow? 


“Remember what I told you yesterday. You can’t hand over the Runes without revealing your true nature, which means death. One more thing: Ascendants have many Runes and Skills. Nobody knows which of them dissipate upon death, which stay in the Slate Fragment, and which fall into the winner’s possession immediately. Don’t think twice and take the Skill — we’ll need it.” 

Following his advice, I activated the Rune. The amount of Starblood decreased by six points, now equaling 43/44, and for a moment, I felt feverish. My muscles throbbed, my body was sweaty. And then, a familiar euphoria swept me over. 

A new entry appeared in the Skills section right underneath the Ascendant. 

Unarmed Combat (8/10). Grade: wood 

An ancient martial art based on a universal system of offensive and defensive techniques using one’s own body. In addition to strikes, it includes joint locks and throws, as well as wrestling, grappling, and disarming moves. 

At the initial stage, the controlling Attribute is Body. 

“You’ve got a high Skill level,” the voice remarked, “just two points below bronze. It’s the initial stage, the level of a newbie, but still better than nothing.” 

“What determines the level?” 

“Like the starting Attributes, your own capabilities. You’ve already had some expertise in Unarmed Combat. Most likely, you’ve got some training whenever you came from. On Earth.” 

“What do you know about Earth?” 

The voice let out an unhappy chuckle. 

“No more than you’ve remembered, meaning almost nothing. But there are so many worlds in Unity and Eternity that I see nothing unusual. The time for this conversation hasn’t come yet. Look at the next Rune.” 

The final Rune was a Spell Rune that I had already seen in action.

Rune of Scarlet Claw

Spell Rune

Grade: bronze

Activation: 12 Starblood drops

Upon focusing, creates a beam of incinerating energy.

Duration: 3 seconds

Cooldown: 1 minute

Current cooldown: ready for activation

A Spell Rune? Minimum duration, a minute-long cooldown, and high consumption of Starblood. Why was Keen Hearing an Ability and Scarlet Claw a Spell? Why was such an odd term chosen instead of, say, Power?

“The difference between a Spell and an Ability is that Spells use Starblood to create a powerful external impact that your own body cannot achieve on its own. That’s why their cost is so high. It’s a pretty good Rune for bronze,” the voice commented. “It will be your first real weapon. But we only have three attempts. Remember it.”

That’s what Guy Flow’s duel had demonstrated, too. The savage Ascendant deflected the first red beam and dodged the others by simply being fast enough. On top of that, I couldn’t use Scarlet Claw in front of others yet: it was too powerful and conspicuous. Oh well...

I looked at my Slate once again. To sum it up, I had the following:

Rune of Living Chains (gold)

Rune of Keen Hearing (wood)

Blank Rune (wood)

Rune of Growth (bronze)

Rune of Scarlet Claw (bronze)

5 out of 16 available slots were already taken: with due effort, the Slate would be filled very quickly. It seemed that expanding the Slate was an essential feature for the Ascendants. Still, I had a pretty good margin...

Suddenly, I heard the splashing of water and human voices coming from outside. I immediately closed the interface, rolled myself up, and carefully peered through the jets of falling water.

Two people were swimming in the water right next to the waterfall, a man and a woman. They spoke quietly and then climbed on a flat boulder right across my hiding place.

Mark and Ocarina.

And they hadn’t come there to talk. Through the veil of water, I saw Mark’s bronzed back as he pressed the pale tattooed girl to the rocks. I heard shallow breathing, water splashing in a rhythm, and Ocarina’s soft moans as she clutched at her partner’s shoulders. They were making love — if you could use that word for the aggressive copulation happening right before my eyes. However, both of them clearly seemed to like that pastime, and I turned away, not willing to spy.

Seriously, that was the place they had picked? I never would have taken Mark and Ocarina for lovers; in two days, they had never hinted at that either by word or gesture. Well, except for her flirty tone when mentioning the waterfalls, but that detail had seemed so innocuous... Some things were impossible to suspect before stumbling into facts. And then, reality may be exposed in a completely different light...

For a few seconds, I was forced to listen to the sounds of the steamy duo. Then Ocarina let out a hoarse laugh, and the intertwined couple separated, slipping back into the water from the rocks. They didn’t leave, though. Her voice reached my ears.

“It’s like I was born again... Maybe we should come here more often?”

“We’ll see,” Mark replied in a muffled voice, splashing water on his face. “Maybe we can pull it off...”

Ocarina locked her arms around his neck and started talking. Her voice was low, but I still caught her words.

“Why are you unhappy? Everything worked out just the way you wanted. Now that Guy’s dead, he won’t stop you anymore. So, what’s next?”

“Veronica will put me in charge of the spear. But this is just the first step.”

“What’s the second?” Ocarina asked greedily.

“You’ll learn in time.”

“Why not now?”

“You talk too much.”

Ocarina let out another quiet laugh. I heard more kissing sounds. Then she spoke up again.

“Wait, let me recover... Tell me, when will you announce your claim?”

“It’s too early to think about that. First, you, I, and the warriors loyal to me must become much stronger than the old men,” Mark grumbled. “We need Starblood, and we even missed the one lying under our noses! I was supposed to unlock my first silver and get an Aspect.”

“I swear, I have no idea how it happened,” the girl said, her tone slightly guilty.

“You should have been there first.”

“They had three Ascendants there. Maybe that bitch that transforms into an otter was faster?”

“Silver Trout? I’ll ask at the moot which of them took his Blood and Runes,” Mark promised ominously, “and if you lied to me...”

“I didn’t—”

“Enough blabbering, Ocarina. We’re not here for that...”

Once again, I heard the familiar sounds of an amorous duel. Apparently, they had started another round. Staring at the wall, I felt almost jealous of Mark, even if Ocarina wasn’t my type at all. However, the subject of their conversation was more intriguing. Putting their scattered remarks together was a challenge, but it seemed that Guy’s death wasn’t exactly a tragedy for Mark and Ocarina. Had the old warrior vacated the position of squad leader that the young barbarian was vying for? Perhaps... In addition, they seemed to have some future plans connected to Starblood and some mysterious claim that Mark could assert... It was all very vague but really interesting.

“You’re naive,” the voice in my head said, “and that Ascendant is very dangerous. Haven’t you realized yet who killed the old man at the ford?”


Chapter 15

WHAT?! 

I FELT LIKE I WAS STRUCK by lightning. That was simply unthinkable! But then I recalled Mark’s mysterious disappearance as he had crossed the Floodwater through the scrubs, his mastery of the bow, the Riverfolk’s odd bewilderment after Guy’s murder... Yes, in theory, the “barbarian” could have done that. But to backstab a human from Earth just like yourself, your own commander, during a skirmish with savages?! Why?! 

“To pit two tribes against each other, his own and the enemy, then act as a peacekeeper and take the power from weakened hands. The trick as old as Unity. The old man’s Starblood and Runes were a bonus.”

My new companion’s musings contained a measure of logic, even if twisted one. He wasn’t thinking like a human— something like that wouldn’t even occur to me — but like a local. Or, rather, a local Ascendant. And Mark’s thinking might have been similar...

I was scared. Mark and Ocarina were quite vigorously going at it just several feet away and could discover me at any second. And after the conversation that I had just heard, mercy would be out of the question. If the voice was right, they would simply drown me like a kitten under that very waterfall. All I could do was wait and hope that they wouldn’t look into the tiny grotto.

Thankfully, the lovers were too focused on each other, and the girl’s Keen Hearing was likely in cooldown. Sometime later, the couple finally calmed down, splashed around the rocks for a bit, and unhurriedly swam back. They must have chosen the cozy lake for their secret meetings a while ago. Maybe it was because of that date that Mark had dragged us to the waterfalls at night.

I waited a bit to be safe, cautiously peeked out, and quickly swam through the lake, trying to stay behind the cliffs. Finding my jumpsuit, I dressed and returned to the camp. Except for the yurr sitting on my sleeping bag, nobody had even noticed my absence: the weary people were still asleep, and Mark and Ocarina weren’t back yet.

Good.

The couple returned later and with game — the barbarian had shot a large gray bird with a long neck that resembled a mix between a goose and a hawk. Everyone woke up, went for a wash in the hot springs, and had breakfast. My companions weren’t in a hurry anymore: evidently, the area around us was familiar and safe. According to them, the freehold was just half a day’s journey away — we would get there by the evening. I tried to behave as usual, although it wasn’t easy in light of my new discoveries. Still, I seemed to have succeeded. I turned out to have steady nerves and a steely composure, and all oddities could be written off as a newbie’s skittishness.

What followed were the torro’s saddle and the road. In the mountains, the latter became more complex, winding between cliffs and chasms and leading up the barely visible spiral paths in the sea of conifers and thorny bushes. Those lands belonged to the Earth colony or the freehold, as my comrades kept calling it.

I wouldn’t say that the people of Earth had chosen a good location for their base. It might be outside of enemy reach and relatively safe, but that place was far from paradise. Highlands, rocky, yellow, and not too fertile soil... It was cold, too! Dammit, it was really cold there, and the higher we climbed, the lower was the temperature. Wildlife, though, clearly felt great: birds flew around in circles above our heads, wild goats pranced around the cliffs, and small big-eared animals rustled in the bushes. Shoo, who never left my shoulder, kept sniffing around and whistling in surprise.

At last I got a Vox signal. It wasn’t that weird network that I had accidentally picked up by the lake but an ordinary one, just like those on Earth — the colony’s repeater must have covered that region. There wasn’t much point in it for me, though: all access was closed to unauthorized users. That raised some questions. Why do that if only colonists had Voxes? Were there any rival groups? Or could someone other than the Earthers connect to their protocols? However, Ocarina’s distinctive gestures and soundless whispering suggested that the others could already be using it to communicate. Maybe the colony already knew about our approach.

As we traveled, I tried to learn more about that strange world from my companions. Mark ignored me, paying no attention, Ocarina made dismissive retorts, and Randy kept spitefully mum, forcing Grye to bear the full weight of my inquisitiveness. Unfortunately, I didn’t glean much from his erratic explanations.

“A world? A planet? Umm... no. It’s Unity. It’s... large but not infinite. That’s what they taught us at school, but I don’t really believe it. The natives say that it’s infinite... The shape? Well... like a nut, I guess? It’s round, too. The Tree? What about the Tree? The Ygg-Tree gives light and air, and the Skythrone, invisible heat. In... infra... you know, heat. What’s the Skythrone? Are you even serious, Sigurd? It’s right above your head!”

The Skythrone was what they called the unmoving spindle of the pulsar that colored the nights purple, borrowing the term from the natives. That said, the glyph portraying it in my interface meant Eternity. I didn’t try to clarify that, afraid of accidentally giving myself away. How could a fresh arrival know about glyphs and Eternity? The voice in my head only chuckled, refusing to comment and repeating that it was too early. I got an impression that the person inside of me was also interested in the information possessed by the locals, as an unknown amount of time had passed since his capture. He was looking for a clue, trying to figure out how much the world had changed.

“We’re living in a Circle. The Circle is huge... It stretches as far as the light of the Tree: that’s why it’s called a Circle. What’s beyond it? Well... first, it’s a ring of Shadowlands. It’s like the border where light is still present but really weak. Shadowfolk live there. I’ve heard it’s like an eternal dusk with only a glow on the horizon... It’s colder there, with strange plants, and shadow animals come from there. And beyond them, where the light of the Tree has never fallen, are the Darklands. The abode of night. It’s death. It’s hard to breathe there and terribly cold. It’s full of black ice and horrifying creatures... and it stretches until the next inhabited Circle.”

“There are other Circles?” I asked, surprised.

“Of course.” Grye glanced at me like I was an idiot. “We aren’t the only ones with an Ygg-Tree. There are many thousands of Circles. Can’t you see them in the sky?”

I remembered the shimmering spots popping up above in the evening and transforming into glowing dots toward the zenith. So they weren’t stars but the light of distant Circles formed by similar colossal Trees? That explained their fluctuating brightness and the varying size of their halos... But that turned my entire image of the universe on its head! So if I could see the light of other Circles in the sky, we were on a gargantuan object similar to our Ring World but a thousand times larger? Or were the Circles located on other planets, moons, and artificial objects, far away from each other, and the Darklands mentioned by the boy were the vacuum of space?

“Have you ever visited another Circle?”

“Me? No. Even our Circle’s big enough to spend an entire life exploring it. But our expeditions have, and people from Colony Alpha came to us.”

“What’s Colony Alpha?”

“It’s... like the main Earther settlement. The first one. Capital, I guess? It has loads more people than our freehold. But Alpha’s really far away. It’s a long walk, through many Arrows, and you’ll need to cross the Darklands... A dangerous journey. No one takes such risks.”

“Are there more Earther colonies in other Circles?”

“I’ve heard there are, but I don’t know anything about that.”

Ocarina snickered in front of us without turning back. She was in high spirits that day, smiling, joking around, and laughing — and I could guess the reason. However, she and Mark kept away from each other, never betraying their closeness with a word or a gesture. Perhaps no one in the squad even suspected that they were lovers.

“Don’t listen to this dipstick,” she quipped mockingly, “he slept through all his classes and fudged everything up...”

Grye went red in the face but didn’t say anything. Ocarina was an Ascendant, and he was just a student who commanded little respect. He wasn’t supposed to talk back to a superior.

“If you want to know how everything works here, check out the science division in the freehold,” she continued. “Mathias, Tom, and Annie there, they’ll talk your ear off with their theories if you let them. You aren’t an egghead yourself, are you? You keep asking what’s this and how’s that. Are you really that interested?”

“Yes, I am.” It didn’t make sense to deny it. “Weren’t you when you got here?”

“I had other concerns back then,” she chuckled. “What to eat, how not to die, and how to prevent others from eating you...”

“Have you been to another Circle?”

“Me?!” Ocarina burst out laughing. “Do you have any idea how long it takes to get your ass there? It’s not Earth, kitty. I’ll be a grandma before I get back. Now, on an flywing or a helibird, I would, yeah...”

A bit later, traces of human activity became apparent. I saw well-tended fields, green against the towering peaks, fruit trees, and next to them, buildings made out of strange hexagonal blocks. As Grye explained to me along the way, the freehold was surrounded by plantations of Earth-descended and local plants and small farms. People didn’t live there permanently but cultivated fields and herded domesticated animals that looked like short shaggy goats.

Tanned men, women, and teenagers raised their hands in greeting at the sight of our squad, and my companions waved at them like at old friends.

The colonists were doing hard manual labor. The only indication of their Earth origins were their work clothes, mostly worn replicated jumpsuits and jackets of familiar design identical to the one I was wearing. Many of them sported handmade items crafted out of leather, black and white wool, and an unusual fabric of some kind. They seemed high-quality, as did the gear carried by my companions — most likely, it had been bartered or bought from the local tribesmen rather than manufactured in the freehold.

My attention was drawn to the odd material used to build structures: hexagonal blocks sparkling with a metallic sheen. They looked quite similar to the yellowish metal in the crypt, and the voice confirmed my guess.

“Your tribe cannibalizes old Kel ruins. Lior used to build them is as hard as stone, as malleable as metal, as warm as wood. Lior doesn’t burn or rot and is barely affected by the flow of time. Out of it, the Kel built towers as tall as the Ygg-Tree that stood for thousands of cycles...”

“Yes, there used to be an ancient Kel fort here,” Grye confirmed. “You’ll see more higher up on the plateau. Well, fort might be a strong word — I meant ruins, a gigantopithecus pride lived there once...”

He had effortlessly pronounced the complicated word, and I chuckled in surprise.

“They are... well, something like giant apes. There are some around these parts, you’ll see them,” he explained. “There was an entire tribe lead by an alpha male. Hardy creatures, some of them bronze, and the chief even silver.”

“What does it mean? Bronze, silver?”

“Ah... they’re, like, stages of Ascension. Creatures that have Starblood aren’t ordinary animals. They grow just as Ascendant do, but in their own way... The first stage is wood, dirt — it simply makes them much stronger than others. The second’s bronze: they get powers like fire breathing or a thunderous roar...”

“And silver?”

“And silver, Sigurd, is no joke! You can’t even hurt a silver one with normal weapons like ours. It can take down an entire squad. Against them, you’ll need Ascendants and strong Runes.”

“But you still beat them?”

“Yes. We had Vince back then, and Eirik. Guy, too... They were already bronze, even if weak.”

“Bronze can be weak and strong?”

Glancing apprehensively at Ocarina and Mark ahead of us, Grye said in a low voice,

“I’m no Ascendant and can’t know for sure... but they say that the power inside the Ascension depends on the progression of Attributes...”

“Every Attribute has one to ten points. The Ascendants call them stars. At the initial stage, you have only three Attributes: two stars in Spirit, six in Body, four in Mind. You’re a weak wood. Ten stars in any starting Attribute unlocks bronze Attributes, and ten bronze stars unlock silver. That’s why even at the same stage of Ascension, there can be weak wood and wood close to bronze, limp bronze and bronze that has almost reached silver. And such Ascendants have wildly different levels of power.”

“Anyways, our guys cleared out the apes,” the boy continued. “Wasn’t bloodless, but they got good spoils. The alpha dropped silver Runes. Thanks to them, Vince became the first of our Ascendants to reach the silver rank.”

“What’s after silver?”

“Gold, but you’ll never get there in one lifetime. At silver, Attributes are only boosted by silver Runes, and those are few and far between in our Circle. You need to travel to the Shadowlands and explore nasty places where even the natives aren’t keen on going. Well, Vince went — and vanished.”

“What about the locals?”

“Same story. They also have silver Ascendants, but mostly bronze. Just like us. They say there are gold ones somewhere at the Tree, but none of ours have ever seen them. According to the Nordians, one of the gold Ascendants rules the Holy City on an island in the northern sea. There’s a lesser Circle there. But we haven’t reached it yet.”

“Is there anything beyond gold?”

“That’s it, isn’t that enough for you?”

“Above the gold ones are the celestial, and then the united,” the voice murmured, “but it’s too early for you think about that.”

“Hey, why did you pick this place to settle?”

“Yeah, the first settlers lived there, by the woods, at the edge of the Grass Sea.” Grye waved his hand in a vague direction. “Like, I was born there, but I don’t remember anything. I was a baby. But that place’s exposed, and lots of ours died there. Vaal, Treefolk and Stonefolk raids, taurs from the Grass Sea... The natives didn’t recognize those lands as ours. We struck a friendship with the Grassfolk, they told us about this spot, and our expedition went here and looked around. And we decided to move here: unclaimed mountains by the Sundered Lands, a single road, borders easy to defend. Vince was the Riks back then, Eirik and Veronica helping him... They went to the Tree, to the great moot at the Temple of Eternity, and talked to the leaders of all people of the Circle. They presented their claim, made an oath to Unity... and we got our own freehold.”

“Who’s in charge now?”

“It’s Veronica... after Vince’s expedition disappeared in the Shadowlands. Too bad he died — Vince was the toughest in the freehold. Then Eirik moved away...”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“It’s a long story...”

The boy was so carried away by talking that he didn’t notice that Mark had slowed down and almost leveled with us, listening to his monologue. Glaring at Grye, he sharply cut him off.

“Stop shooting your mouth off! You don’t remember much and understand even less. And keep my father’s name out of your dirty mouth! Whatever makes you think he’s dead?!”

We rode the rest of the way in silence. Still, I had enough sense to figure out that the barbarian meant Vince, probably the former leader of the Earth colony. So Vince was Mark’s father?

We were getting higher and higher. A cold piercing wind picked up, and unapproachable mountaintops towered around the makeshift road. More and more traces of civilization cropped up: ribbed wheel marks, stone pyramids and railings on dangerous slopes, wooden planks, and even a proper bridge welded from metal structural channels and laid across a divide. And then up ahead between the cliffs, I saw completely Earth-like modular wall sections with hermetically sealed gates, and behind them, the freehold itself.

It was standing high on a desolate rocky plateau, the giant flat summit of one of the local peaks. Dizzying chasms surrounded it on three sides with a lone path zigzagging through the wild crags on the fourth. At last I understood why the Earther leaders had taken such a liking to that place. It was incredibly well-defended: to get there, one either needed to fly or make a long and hard journey just like we had. It was a real mountain fortress situated in an amazingly beautiful place, most likely with a magnificent view of the other side of the ridge from the opposite edge of the plateau — I couldn’t see it yet. There, almost on the precipice, were the promised white-gold ruins of the alien fort, although the colony itself was almost in the middle of the plateau.

It was shaped like a flower, multiple silver domes built around a single axis serving as its petals. Upon seeing them, I recalled a silver swagger stick held by a man in a blue-black uniform and a slowly rotating holographic projection showing a dome identical to the one in front of me down to the last detail. In a well-modulated voice, he slowly spoke before a packed auditorium.

“Domus-3, a residential module designed to organize autonomous living space even on non-Earthlike planets. Its safety has been proven multiple times by the generations of colonists during the colonization of Mars and Titan. The central axis is the technical heart housing the energy cell, the cogitor core, and the main nodes of the life support system. Along the perimeter are isolated compartments connected by a circular corridor. Here’s the mess hall, the kitchen, the sanitary zone, the production and laboratory compartment, depots for storing and charging synthetics, the greenhouse, the medical center and the colonist living quarters. The entrance is a double gateway. If necessary, modular sections can be attached to either side of the octagon, thus expanding the building to the necessary size or changing its configuration...”

I was starting to remember! I had studied somewhere where we were told about such modules! The freehold was structured just like that, its initial design repeatedly expanded by additional compartments: the central section was surrounded by several rows of “petals.”

Next to the silver domes I saw roads, yellow-green rectangles of fields, Earth-designed vehicles, stockpiles of some produce, and other signs of civilization that always accompanied human habitats. I breathed out in relief: everything wasn’t as bad as I had imagined in my darkest fantasies. That place was full of people exactly like me, and from the looks of it, their numbers weren’t low.

Most residents of the freehold were busy attending to their own business, but we received a welcome right after the hermetic gates. Several tough armed men grabbed the reins of torros and helped put the bundle with Guy Flow’s body on the ground. I saw Sand being greeted by a copper-skinned and flat-faced woman who looked like she could be his sister, while a short plump Latina in her forties squeezed Grye — probably his mother. Climbing from his saddle, Mark hugged and kissed a tall pretty girl with long auburn hair, then picked up two kids — a boy and a girl with the same black curly hair as his. He was grinning from ear to ear, a model husband and father returning from a hard journey, and Ocarina calmly stood aside, discussing something with Randy. That sight almost made me shudder in disgust: so the “barbarian” had a wife and children?

Damnable hypocrite...

The leader of the armed men was a bald Afro man wearing a Guardian suit, black-bearded and as huge as a bear; he was the one to unwrap Guy’s body. A ghastly face with sharpened features, gray hair covered with dark red streaks — death never becomes anyone. A young blonde girl knelt down by his side, her face hidden under her hands — probably a relative. His daughter, maybe?

“Calm down, Kelly,” the large man boomed. “Don’t cry. Ascendants don’t die. You’ll meet him in Eternity when it’s time.”

He put his hands on her shoulders, trying to reassure her, but the girl angrily threw them away. I heard the sound of muffled crying.

“Mark, Veronica’s waiting for your report right now!” The large man glared at the barbarian and then turned to me. That fellow was mighty impressive! He had gray streaks in his wide beard, folds on his powerful nape, and an intense, heavy gaze. Instead of a cloak, he wore a scaly hide of a sharp-clawed blue-green creature on his shoulders. He was an Ascendant as well, and hardly weaker than Mark.

“A newbie? Follow me, you’re expected too. Is this a yurr?”

He stared wide-eyed at the animal on my shoulder.

“He’s with me,” I said firmly.

“A tame one? Leave him here and fetch him later.” The giant frowned.

“With whom?” I glanced at the leaving people. “He won’t go with strangers. He can’t leave me.”

The black-bearded Ascendant winced as if his teeth hurt.

“Fine, let’s go. Not like your yurr can do much to us.”

The freehold’s hermetic gates were covered with a masterful depiction of the trident-shaped mountain with a stylized dome on the top. A short inscription followed:

Sky.


Chapter 16

THE INTERIOR OF THE FREEHOLD was very much Earthlike: a realm of metal and plastic, ring-shaped corridors with glowing ceilings, lots of automatic doors. Even the color scheme and the room labeling principle were familiar: numbers, arrow pointers, Latin tags. It was clear that the building was actively used but carefully maintained by the people who still remembered how it was supposed to look. After spending less than a week in the new world, that entire ambiance made me feel over the moon. 

Humans, ordinary humans from Earth in gray and olive jumpsuits, kept greeting us and giving me curious looks. Everyone probably knew each other well, and seeing a fresh face was a small occasion...

We didn’t walk long. A double autodoor, barely any different from others, was labeled as “Section 4, Colony HQ.”

I had to wait a bit for Mark’s debriefing. The “barbarian” left ten minutes later, his face as inscrutable as ever. I had expected him to say goodbye, but he didn’t even spare me a glance, passing by as if I didn’t exist. Half-naked, in his usual combat attire, a bow on his back and arrows on his hip, he felt like a foreign element, a savage on a futuristic spaceship. In the world outside, everything was exactly the opposite.

The room where I had been invited was probably used for meetings and briefing sessions between the colony leaders: minimalistic furniture, a stenciled black trident with the word “Sky” above a long silver table designed for many visitors with a built-in holographic projector. Three people were sitting at the table.

The first one was the already familiar giant Afro Ascendant, the second a middle-aged man with a pleasant open face, and the third a red-headed woman sitting in the central, most important, place. That must be Veronica.

Veronica Maxwell

Ascendant

Title: Riks (70% term match)

Rank: silver

Starblood present

An Ascendant, she was the only one of the three with an openly displayed title and rank. Until then, all Ascendants I had “scanned” showed their title, rank, and name as question marks, just like the men around Veronica. Why was that?

“Knowledge is the most powerful weapon. Many Ascendants don’t wish to give it to enemies, thus their names are hidden. But your female Ascendant isn’t afraid of showing her face, as she speaks for all people of the freehold. She is the Riks, the first among equals, the chief of that part of your tribe that lives on this mountain. It’s a special Title. A freehold can have only one Riks.”

Riks... that term sounded like something barbaric, Norse or Old German. What a stupid translation! My invisible partner retorted with clear sarcasm,

“What can I do? Such a poor, barbaric language...”

They were studying me, and I studied them. Whom did they see in front of them? A young slightly scruffy man in a dirty Project Cosmo jumpsuit, one of the thousands of completely clueless Earthers who had accidentally survived in that world.

What was the point of that meeting? To get to know me personally and evaluate who I was, what I was like, what I could do, and if I could be of use? Surely they received lots of very different folks there, not all of them reliable and accommodating, and the Earther leaders preferred to know everyone in person? Well then, let’s meet...

Veronica really did stand out, both with her stately golden jumpsuit and her ability to carry herself with the dignity of an ancient goddess: a classy lady, confident and aware of her worth. She was far from young, too, although you’d never guess that by her face and her luxurious locks.

“I welcome you to our freehold. Sigurd, right?” Her low seductive voice matched her looks. “I’m Veronica Maxwell, this is Trave Whitley. You’ve already met Michael. How are you? Can you answer a few questions?”

“I’m all right. Yes, I can. I also have a whole lot of questions...”

“I understand, but let’s proceed in order. I’ll be asking first,” Veronica said sharply. “This is how we do it.”

So, a brief interrogation, after all? She made a short, almost imperceptible, gesture. An ordinary human probably wouldn’t have paid it any attention, never noticing the activation of someone else’s Slate, but I wasn’t ordinary anymore, and I easily recognized a shimmering Rune.

A moment later, everything somehow changed.

Suddenly, I felt very calm, as if I were having a tea party with my closest friends ready to hear me out, forgive and forget. My wariness was gone, Veronica started to seem really nice, Trave straightforward and kind, and intimidating Michael fair and just but also one of the boys. What a warm, pleasant feeling of trust, if not for one slight problem: it was coming from outside, meaning a compulsion!

“Right now, you’re closer to death than in the noxwolf’s lair,” the voice whispered. “This is the Aura of Trust, and under its influence, you might reveal everything. Your Ascendant is a mentalist with one or two silver Attributes in the Mind branch.”

Sensing my confusion, he added,

“I don’t think she can read thoughts, but she can detect falsehoods. You cannot lie. Tell the truth, but not all truth. Just don’t mention me, Ascension, and Starblood.”

Why had they done that? A routine Rune-based interrogation to make sure that the new arrival told the truth and didn’t hide anything? Maybe such tricks were justified from the point of view of the colony’s security, but I couldn’t help but feel resentful. Compulsory trust and the unannounced lie detector test immediately put the things between us into perspective.

“So, Sigurd.” Veronica smiled sweetly, not breaking the visual contact. “Let’s start from the beginning... Where and how did your capsule drop?”

I was questioned in detail about the circumstances of my capsule’s crash and the time I had spent in that world. I didn’t have much to hide, telling her the whole story and only omitting my exploration of the alien cache. I also described finding the giant headless skeleton and the stupefying passion flower but didn’t mention the Starblood.

“Was the lake big? How close were the mountains? Can you draw them on a map?”

I described my geographic observations, the distant ruins of the alien hyperpolis, the representatives of the local fauna I had encountered, and the yurr’s garden on the island. They already knew about the creature itself. Trave asked a few questions too, mostly interested in the lake’s location, the proximity of the ruins, the terrain, the degree of swampiness, rock types, and the presence of drinking water sources. Those were smart questions, quite professional — by the looks of it, Trave Whitley was a tech guy to the bone.

“So, you lived four days by that lake?” Veronica clarified. “Is it that safe there? Savages, dangerous animals, odd phenomena? Nobody... disturbed you?”

“Well, I can’t say that...”

Our conversation was running smoothly, words itching to break away from me. Making a great effort to control my speech, I told her about the noxwolf’s visit in the night and our battle. In confirmation, I even opened my cryptor and demonstrated the collected egg.

Just as I did that, something interesting happened. My runic interface activated, a golden icon flashing in the visual overlay. The picture was unfamiliar and resembled... a winged wreath? A crown? Then a message popped up:

Increased Glory by 1

I froze, dumbfounded, but the “notification” seemed to be addressed only to me, as none of the others made a note of it. My slip-up stayed unnoticed too, as the Ascendants were too focused on examining the egg. Trave coughed at the sight of the creepy purple-black object, Veronica’s eyes slightly narrowed, and the big guy bellowed, “We need to show it to Flower Whisperer...”

“We’ll deal with it later, Michael,” Veronica cut him off. “Have you found anything else unusual, Sigurd?”

Two conflicting urges were fighting within me. I really wanted to divulge everything that had transpired: the black skeleton, Starblood, Ascension, and all other oddities. Those people were from Earth, same as me but more experienced — surely they would understand me and figure it out! Maybe they could even help me get rid of the voice that had taken up inside my head! At the same time, I acknowledged that the sensation of absolute trust was false and imposed from outside, but I couldn’t help it!

“Don’t be stupid. There are easier ways to die. They have nails of Eternity in their wrists. I will help you. The will of this Ascendant is stronger than yours, but to me, she’s paltry silver.”

A weird feeling came over me. Before, the voice had felt like an observer somewhere deep inside my mind, close but still distant. Not anymore. It slid inside me and my consciousness, becoming its part. A foreign mind, a foreign presence, foreign emotions displaced my own, and panic came over me. He was becoming me, taking my body! But simultaneously, I felt better, easier, as if someone had offered me a hand, pulling me out of a syrupy sweet daydream. The sensation of safety and trust completely dissipated. I was calm and collected, ready to resist, and supported by someone else’s will. I knew that I shouldn’t reveal my trump cards, at least yet, until I learned what those people were truly like.

“The seed of the Great Ygg-Tree is a great temptation for them. Don’t even think about mentioning it,” the voice whispered again. “Ascendants don’t share such lucky finds. You better give them the Stigmata, though. It’s useless to us but will distract them...”

Veronica seemed to have sensed my inner struggle and furrowed her eyebrows.

“Why did you stop speaking, Sigurd? Are you hiding something?”

“I’m just trying to find the right words,” I said slowly, which was the truth. “Yes, I did find something else in the noxwolf’s lair. There was a skeleton, and it had this.”

I laid out the Stigmata I had found in the crypt before them. I hadn’t told a single falsehood. The same message popped up again:

Increased Glory by 1

The trio froze, staring at my trophy. The nail of Eternity dimly glowed on the silver tabletop. The math was simple: the Stigmata would take them aback and distract from the rest. Plus, it was a show of loyalty on my part. But what would happen to the mission of the Temple of Eternity that was bound to my name? Who would get the reward?

“Eternity doesn’t care who brings the nail to the Temple,” the voice spoke up, slightly disdainful. “True Ascendants have no need of their petty rewards.”

“Do you know what it is, Sigurd?” Veronica asked slowly.

“Yes. This is an Ascendant’s Stigmata. I’ve seen them on the people who found me. And they told me a little...”

“It’s a precious find. Mark Cassidy didn’t mention it in his report. Why didn’t you tell him?”

“At first, I had no time for that, and then I decided against it.”

“Why? Did you realize its value?”

“Err... no. There was just one... personal incident.”

Michael breathed heavily and frowned. Veronica unceremoniously asked, “What incident?”

“I’d rather not talk about that. It’s personal and only concerns me.”

“Sigurd, you aren’t on Earth! What do you mean, personal? Personal matters remain outside the freehold’s gates,” Veronica snapped, her tone peremptory. “Everything that concerns my people concerns us!”

“Speak freely, boy,” Michael encouraged me. “It won’t leave this room.”

I didn’t want to tell about my altercation with Randy, but I couldn’t lie either. From the looks of it, I had no choice.

“During our first overnight stop, one of Mark’s people tried to get into my cryptor,” I said reluctantly. “That’s why I didn’t tell them what’s inside. I was scared that...”

“I see,” Veronica muttered, propping her chin on her fists. “Have you heard this, Michael? What the hell is this? Talk to Mark. He’s the new head of the spear, have him rein his beastlings in!”

“I’ll make them squirm...” the bear-man ominously promised, clenching his huge fists, and that’s when I realized that I had probably said too much. Dealing with Randy was one thing, and throwing the entire spear under the bus before the freehold’s leaders quite another. On the other hand, the dangerous topic of my findings took the backseat.

“You promised that it would stay between us,” I reminded them.

“We’ll deal with that, Sigurd,” Veronica muttered in an icy tone. “It won’t affect you, I promise.”

“Your cryptor itself is a valuable prize for many,” Trave spoke up, “and the resources from Earth doubly so. You’ll have to place all valuables into storage, leaving only your personal belongings. We’ll take the noxwolf egg and the Stigmata too, pay you a good reward... You do plan on joining us, Sigurd?”

“Of course! I was looking for humans! But I’d like to know more about you.”

“They didn’t tell you yet? We’re a settlement of colonists from Helga just like you and follow a simplified version of Earth laws. Adjusted for local... peculiarities.” The man gave me a friendly smile. “I’ll give you a brief summary: we’re basically a commune. No way to survive here otherwise. You put your resources and Patterns in the common pool, and the freehold accepts, heals, feeds, clothes, and protects you. All of us work for the greater good. We don’t tolerate slackers and miscreants. Everyone does what they do best or what yields maximum benefit to the freehold. Each of us, without exception, follows the established rules and laws. You’ll get a short Vox memo with all the details that new recruits usually worry about... Your Colonist Kit is intact, I hope? Can you show me what’s inside? Your Patterns are especially interesting.”

At last, we had gotten to the bottom of it. Naturally, they couldn’t help but take interest in the resources from Earth and especially the key technologies — the Patterns. Judging by what I had seen, the colony was lacking in high-quality equipment. But without Replicators, Patterns were useless, pointedly nudging the colonists to join forces and form such communities. The fact that they were talking to me and asking politely was a surprise in itself: in such circumstances, I should be expecting a shakedown and losing my cryptor and all resources before any negotiations. Or maybe even forego any negotiations, as someone like Mark would do. There could only be one explanation: these people really were trying to build some semblance of the Earth society with actual laws, individual property, immunity, and so on and so forth. In such circumstances, however, the colony leaders couldn’t be naive do-gooders, and if I refused to show the contents of my Colony Kit, they’d have to force me to do it, one way or another. If I pushed them too far, I risked losing absolutely everything... Realizing that, without any hesitation, I pulled out all three of my Patterns and put them on the table next to the Stigmata and the noxwolf egg.

“It’s a Mangus. A full set of gear, a jumpsuit, a helmet, and a nanofabric cloak,” Trave reported after quickly looking through the Patterns. “Is this all, Sigurd?

There are also batteries, a Vox, and a repeater kit.” I opened the cryptor again, but the man stopped me.

“No need, I know what’s included in Type 3. Put it into storage later.”

“What do you say, Trave?” Veronica asked. “Can we print that with our Replicators?”

“I can’t say yet. I have to check the resource database. Make calculations, find local equivalents...”

“That’d be nice,” the big guy bellowed. “Mangus is great gear for a scout saboteur! I mean, the chameleon cloak alone...”

“Nanofabric would be handy,” Trave agreed and turned back to me. “I won’t hide it, you have amazing Patterns, Sigurd, really valuable for the freehold. I can see by the color of your jumpsuit that you’re a Specialist. What’s your specialization?”

“I don’t really remember anything,” I replied.

“Well, that’s easy to find out. We have a base of all colonists,” Veronica said, opening her cryptor. A miniature scanner appeared in her hand, momentarily covering my face in a blue digital grid. I felt a tiny prickling above my right eyebrow and rubbed that spot, Veronica giving me an understanding smile.

“Does it hurt? It’ll pass soon. It’s a subdermal mark. Your name, short bio, and social status are encrypted there. All citizens of Earth have them, don’t you remember?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Maybe you didn’t know. It’s not public.”

“And what’s written there?”

Veronica frowned, clearly studying something on the invisible Vox screen, then transferred the file to me with a snap of her fingers.

“Take a look yourself.”

Siegwart Morozov

Year of birth: 2396

Biological age: 23 years. Chronological age: ???

Place of birth: New Arcona, Arcto-Pacific

Mononation

Father: Sergei Morozov, retired Grand Tribune of Stellar Fleet. Mother: Ingrid Elstad, public servant

Siblings: none

Education: 2408-13: New Arcona Military School

2413-18: St. Petersburg Branch of Stellar Fleet Academy. Majored in Airborne Vehicles

From 2418: classified

From 2419: member of Project Cosmo

Rank: Specialist

Main specialization: Universal Pilot

Secondary specialization: classified

Unmarried. No children. Non-denomination Christian

No state awards

Whoa! Names, numbers, dates — finally, the nitty-gritty on my past! I closed my eyes, trying to remember the faces of my parents and my childhood, but the only thing that came up were snowflakes, golden domes of Christian churches, and red-and-black military uniforms. Why was my deployment classified? My specialization was a mystery too: a Universal Pilot suggested the ability to operate all kinds of flying vehicles, from an atmospheric helibird to neural network-based space flywings, but I was far from certain I could get a machine like that into the air if I found myself at its helm.

“Curious... Why can’t I remember almost anything?”

“Consequences of emergency exit from cryostasis. Some of us encountered this problem too. But don’t worry, it will pass, and pass soon. Well then... looks pretty good, you’re a staff Specialist from Stellar Fleet,” Veronica muttered thoughtfully, glancing, for some reason, at Trave, “and with a classified second specialization to boot. We haven’t found anyone like that yet. Based on age, I wouldn’t have guessed. A pilot... What are you thinking, Trave?”

“I’m thinking it might be worth returning to the idea of getting Alpha’s bird out of the Shadowlands,” the man said. “If we get a pilot...”

“Maybe,” Veronica replied, looking at him, “but first, we need to let our man here get his bearings and regain his memory and skills. Siegwart... or Sigurd, how should we address you?”

“Sigurd’s better, I’m already used to that.”

“Are you ready to join our freehold, Sigurd?”

“Well, do I have a choice?” I chuckled.

“Earthers don’t have much choice in this Circle, yes,” she confirmed calmly, “but all people are different, and some prefer anarchy to clear-cut rules and Earth laws. And some put individual gain ahead of common interests. I hope you’re not one of them.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’d like to stay, yes. But I have a request.”

“I’m listening.” Veronica slightly knitted her eyebrows.

“The yurr. I’d like to stay with him.” I petted Shoo, who had gone quiet in my lap. “And one more thing about personal belongings... I’ll give up everything from the Colonist Kit, of course, but will I retain the cryptor? And my personal weapon taken by your men?”

“The Defender? That’s out of the question,” Veronica asserted. “Why’d you need it here? We’ll give you a better weapon, should you need it. As for the animal, I don’t see a problem. We wouldn’t mind a few more of these creatures: they’re pretty useful. You can keep the cryptor too, but don’t be surprised when your crewmates use you as a beast of burden.”

She smiled wryly and asked me, “Is this all? Do you agree?”

“Yes, it is. If so, works for me.” I nodded firmly.

“Good, then. I’m rarely mistaken about people and can see that you’d be a good match for us too. We accept you to our freehold, Sigurd. Congratulations!” She solemnly shook my hand. “I’ll add you to the colonist list right now.”

A second later, something weird happened. A translucent frame unfolded in front of my, blue and gold, displaying several lines.

Ascendant Sigurd! Henceforth, you are part of the Sky Freehold and the Earthfolk with all rights and obligations recorded in the Unity Chronicle.

In place of a signature was a glyph with a circle and a dot in its center.

“The Eye of the Watcher of Unity,” the voice in my head whispered, “but it’s far from all-seeing.”

I waited a few seconds for a backlash, but apparently, the unexpected message was once again addressed to me only. The three Ascendants hadn’t noticed anything, but their outlines changed, showing more information. Each of them got a mention of their affiliation with the freehold and the formerly invisible titles and ranks. Evidently, they weren’t a secret for other community members. Both men were bronze. Trave was a Thane, while Michael bore the title of Earl, whatever it meant.

“Thane means “equal,” it’s the third title in the succession,” the voice murmured, “and Earl in your poor language means “messenger, banner-bearer, herald.” It’s a rare and high title give to the right hand of the Riks.”

“Thank you, Veronica,” I finally spoke up, coughing.

“Ma’am!” She gave me a stern look. “First of all, I’m older than you, second, of a higher rank, and third, I detest a familiar tone. Address me as ma’am or Ms. Maxwell, unless we’re in an informal setting.”

“What should I do next, ma’am?”

“First, visit our warehouse and unload all valuables. That’s where you’ll get everything necessary to live here. I’m giving you a day off to get settled. We don’t have work for your main specialization, but the freehold always needs men,” she said. “Any preferences for your assignment?”

“I’d like to take a look around first, ma’am.”

“We don’t look around here, Sigurd, it’s not Earth. Here, everyone must work for the good of the freehold, and me even asking your opinion is a giant privilege!” she admonished me, raising her chin. “All right, then. You’re a young, well-prepared, and lucky fighter, seeing as you’ve defeated a shadow beast without a scratch. We’ll put your talents to good use and help you get accustomed while at it. I wanted to leave you with Mark — he doesn’t have enough people — but it’s off the table now. Michael, any ideas?”

“Dynamite’s spear. He’s Rus, too,” the big guy boomed.

“Voronin? Good thinking,” Veronica affirmed. “Let’s do that. Have you heard, Sigurd? You’ve been assigned to Dmitry Voronin’s unit. For now, as an apprentice, and then we’ll see what you can do.”

What a ballsy dame! She played hardball: everything had been decided for me before I could say a word, putting me before a fact. Veronica Maxwell really didn’t lack for charisma and commanding presence. I even felt some admiration toward her — humans needed an experienced and decisive leader, and I didn’t really mind being assigned to a combat unit, especially led by my compatriot.

“That’s all, you’re free to go,” Veronica concluded. “Good luck, Mr. Morozov.”

“Let’s visit the storage section, Sigurd.” Trave Whitley stood up from the table. “I’ll show you around, too...”

So, Earthfolk, huh? Well, after Riverfolk and Grassfolk, it was to be expected that Earthers would get a new name...


Chapter 17

IN THE TWINNED COMPARTMENT called Storage, long rows of multi-tiered shelves loomed behind a lattice partition. Most of them were empty. A large bored man, fat as a hog, sat behind the reception desk, his eyes sly and pig-like. For some reason, I immediately realized that he was the local clerk, quartermaster, or whatever that position was called — and that I had to keep my eyes open around him, as a fellow with a face like that would swindle me in a second. 

“Meet Nayeev,” Trave said. “Nayeev, this is Sigurd Morozov. He’s new. Issue him clothes and a set of bedding. I’ll collect his effects.”

“By yourself?” the quartermaster asked, horrified, as he rolled up to us on a wheeled chair and lazily shook my hand, his palm large and moist.

“Yes, by myself. I’ll take some items to the special storage.”

Aside from the Patterns and the trophies, I had to give up almost the entire contents of the cryptor. Trave knew very well what was included in my kit, so there was no way to hide anything. On the contrary, I would have gotten all sorts of questions on the whereabouts of my flashlight and one of the medical bags. In the end, the boat, the emergency rescue kit, the first aid kit, the tools, the energy cells, and the flare gun all relocated to the shelves of the storage depot. I kept the tent, the sleeping bag, all clothes, a set of camping utensils, sanitary supplies, one medpack, and a hunting knife. They took the military sublimates, the spices, the tea, and the coffee — the colony had a shortage of Earth-produced foodstuffs. Trave even accepted the shards of metal I had gathered at the capsule crash site, remarking that Replicators needed plasteel in any form, and he wouldn’t mind getting his hands on the entire capsule, whether in one piece or several.

Parting with the items I had considered mine felt a bit frustrating, but I knew that I wouldn’t really need them in the freehold that fully provided for its residents, unlike the people who would actually use them to the fullest extent. Instead of the stuff I turned in, I received a thin rolled up mattress, a pillow and a blanket made woven from undyed cloth, two new jumpsuits, one blue and one olive — plainer than mine but seemingly decent-looking — and footwear of local make. Not much, but together with my own reserves, I had all the necessities. Trave carefully inventoried all incoming items, registered me in the Sky’s Vox network, and said, “We’ll count your Patterns and Kit as your contribution to the freehold’s fund, and there’s a reward for the trophies. I award you two thousand Replication Points. They’re already in the account linked to your Vox profile.”

Nayeev whistled. Apparently, that was a plum sum.

“What am I to do with them?” I asked, surprised. The commune still having a currency of some kind was disappointing: Trave’s story had made me think that they fully provided for all residents.

“Bonus points. You can use them to order something from the Replication table, or maybe get a drink at the bar in the evening. You’ll figure it out.”

Nayeev let out an understanding chuckle.

“Just don’t fall in with various grifters,” the Ascendant continued coldly, not sparing him a look. “I hear an entire black market has sprung up lately. When we get to those dealers, they’ll be slinging rockmuncher dung in the caves every single day.”

“Where will I live?”

“Men’s dorms, sections 30 to 40, third radius. You’ll find it. Now, your buddy is a question mark...” He started thinking, glaring at Shoo, who was fussing about my shoulders. “We have cats and dogs here, nobody minds them, but a yurr is no pet. He might get scared and run away, and we have kids here... Let’s do it this way: it’s too late right now, but come to the science block tomorrow. Find Anna, she’s our biologist, and have her figure out what to do with your friend here... Until then, take this, put him inside and don’t let him leave.”

Trave handed me a plastic pet carrier probably designed for cats or small dogs. Where had it even come from? The curious Shoo sniffed the bag but then climbed inside and lay down with an obvious satisfaction: traveling on my shoulders must have tired him out too. A dark and dry carrier wasn’t that much different from a burrow.

“If anyone asks, tell them that Trave allowed it,” the Ascendant added. “I’ve already told Voronin, he’ll find you and tell you the rest. By the way, you can still make it to dinner. It’s in the mess hall, just around the corner...”

The mess hall was a spacious room with rows of long tables, a food counter, and lots of food synthesizers. The air smelled of all kinds of food, making my mouth water. The setting felt eerily Earthlike. Lots of people, too — designed for two or three hundred people, the canteen was more than half-full. Men, women, teenagers, even children...

Following the example set by the others, I picked up a plastic food tray separated in several sections — it looked familiar — from a stack and walked up to the counter. There, a plump Afro woman immediately poured me a large portion of something odd: dark purple slices, large and overboiled, topped up with a thick white substance.

“So... what is this?” I wondered as I studied the steaming porous flesh. To be honest, it didn’t look particularly appetizing. Was it even edible?

“A newbie?” The woman at the counter took a good look at me. “Brought here today? What’s your name, then?”

“An hour ago... Sigurd.”

“Those are cave mushrooms in a sauce, Sigurd. Don’t crinkle your nose, they’re delicious.” She grinned. “If you start wanting seconds, come on up, don’t be shy.”

The dispensers had three kinds of paste — fish, meat, and avocado — and three kinds of drinks: water, ola, and herbal tea. Not much, but what else could I expect, a restaurant selection? The colony was in a mountainous region poor in resources; feeding people was probably a serious challenge. How many people lived there in total, by the way? Going by what I had seen, at least several hundred...

The cook turned out to be correct: the cave mushrooms were pretty good. They tasted like something between meat and vegetables and had a strange earthy smell, but the cream-based sauce nicely smoothed out the flavor. I didn’t even notice eating all of them, and I felt full, too. That dish must be really nutritious. I almost finished my ola when an unfamiliar man sat down across from me.

“Hi. Are you Sigurd?”

He was thickset, wide-chested, and extremely broad-shouldered; stocky, almost square-shaped, like a muscular bagel. He looked about thirty, with a short brown buzzcut and a round face with a heavy stubble.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“I’m Dmitry Voronin.” He narrowed his eyes and started looking like a well-fed satisfied cat. “You’ve been assigned to my group.”

We shook each other’s hands. With a slight delay, my system displayed his status:

Dynamite

Ascendant

Affiliation: Earth, Sky Freehold

Title: Heir

Rank: bronze

Starblood present

“An Heir, “proven.” The second title in the succession. The next after that is Thane, ‘equal’,” the voice whispered. “You can see the Titles of your Ascendants because you’ve become a member of this freehold.”

“Where are you from?” Dmitry switched from Globish to Rus. I understood him perfectly — that dialect was as native to me as the common tongue. I replied in tune, effortlessly,

“I don’t really remember, but my bio says I’m from New Arcona and studied in St. Petersburg at the Stellar Fleet Academy.”

“Yeah. That’s all right, you’ll remember it all. I’m from Rostov, also a Specialist. A foresighter and a blockchain lawyer, can you imagine?” He curled his lips in a smile. “At least I’ll have someone to talk to. There’ll be three of us: me, you, and Tolly the Thunder. Not many of our people here. Good thing Michael had the sense to put you into my spear. Have you settled in yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Good, then you won’t have to move. Almost all of ours, except for Shaggy, live in the thirty-seventh.” He winked at me with his left eye. “And I got a separate suite after getting married. Well, you get it. Let’s go?”

The dormitories turned out to be barracks-type compartments sleeping thirty colonists each. It had mock windows with Earth scenery, lines of pull-down beds, and cots doubling as tables, chairs, or benches. All were obvious replicas, the color of plastic giving away the non-standard manufacturing material. The furnishings were Spartan: each headboard had a built-in wall niche for clothes and small-sized items and nothing else. Our dorm was only two-third full; the other beds were empty. Dmitry the Dynamite showed me the shared cleanrooms, the dryer, and the storeroom and introduced me to the other members of his spear, of which only three were present.

Two were Asio twins, yellow-skinned, thin-faced, with raven-black hair, seemingly my own age or a bit younger. They definitely hadn’t been born in that world. I couldn’t explain the source of that certainty, but I could tell: like me, those guys were Earthers from Helga. That turned out the case. Both were optical influencers, a profession with zero demand around those parts. Their capsule had dropped more than two years ago.

“We call them Yin and Yang — their real names are a nightmare to pronounce,” Voronin chuckled. “The trick is to avoid mixing them up...”

The third one, Lando, was something else altogether. I hadn’t seen anyone like him yet. Tall, slender, with long black hair he wore in two braids, he looked a lot like a human. The people from Earth, however, didn’t have skin the shade of golden honey, narrow chins, tall cheekbones, and amber-colored eyes shaped a bird of prey’s, or flat oddly-cut ears almost without lobes but with pointy tips. He resembled the shapeshifting female Ascendant of the Riverfolk yet differed from her at the same time, as if they belonged to the same species but different races, like Asio and Afro among humans...

Lando Sunwing

Ascendant

Affiliation: Grassfolk, Flaming Horn ulus

Title: Yuwein

Rank: wood

Starblood present

“Lando’s from the Grass Sea,” Dmitry announced. “He’s been with us for more than a year.”

“Lando Sunwing,” the young man proudly corrected him. “I be Ascendant, and I be middle son of Grassfolk Riks. Joy to know you, Sigurd. You sleep here. This place free.”

He pointed at the bed right next to his. The Riks’ son spoke with an unfamiliar accent, carefully trying to pronounce the words, but hadn’t yet mastered the grammar. He clearly didn’t know Globish as well as he’d like. Still, his gaze was open and direct, making a much more positive impression than the gloomy Sand from Mark’s spear. I shook the hand he offered: his palm was firm and tan with no sign of webbing. A silver Stigmata shimmered in his wrist. True, Lando was an Ascendant: the lowest rank, “wood,” just like me, but already with the starting title Yuwein, which approximately translated into “apprentice, squire, young warrior.” The voice whispered wistfully,

“The blood of Erros is strong even after a thousand generations. They’ve forgotten everything. The children of those who didn’t depart into Eternity got nails driven into their wrists...”

“There’s also Thunder, but he’s spending the night in lockup. They should let him out tomorrow,” Dmitry said. “Tolly is just someone who can’t live in peace. His flask is a bit leaky, but don’t sweat it — he’s a good guy, mostly. He’ll stand by his buds through thick and thin.”

Yin-Yang and Lando smiled knowingly. Apparently, the absent Tolly the Thunder was a local celebrity and the talk of the town.

Aside from Dynamite’s guys, compartment thirty-seven also housed three others from the spear of someone called Frost and a few men who worked in the freehold itself. Mitchell, Ismail, Tadeusz... They were of different age and race yet all from Earth, male, and single. The way I understood it, the freehold gave out separate housing for couples, while men and women free from the yoke of matrimony lived in the barrack-style dorms. I didn’t mind that at all; going by my bio, I had spent my entire life in such habitats.

While I settled in, everyone’s attention was drawn to the yurr, who kept rustling and bustling in the carrier. I shouldn’t have worried that people would be opposed to the animal’s presence in the shared space: on the contrary, he sparked interest and adoration, immediately getting all kinds of treats. From the looks of it, the people around those parts didn’t have much in the way of entertainment, and any new experiences provoked excitement. I was forced to recount the tale of finding him on the island, being fed from his garden, giving him a name, him jumping into my boat and abandoning his burrow, then meeting the Earth search party, the ambush at the ford, the duel against the Riverfolk Ascendant, and Guy Flow’s death.

“I understand where you fall from sky. That place forbidden,” Lando said after I finished. “They Riverfolk lands, but they no go there. Kel ruins there. Many tkhi-uss... Meet fay-wayd, not know how to say in your language. Old death. Evil! You lucky to survive, Sigurd.”

“Old Guy was a hell of a dude,” Dmitry said, shaking his head. “Such a shame. What an absurd death. The Riverfolk are really out of control!”

“They agree to fiontar and break Oath of Unity,” Lando said grimly. “They get punishment. And your Riks demand wergild at moot! Or declare war!”

“I don’t get it... The Oath was given by their Ascendant, and the duel did happen,” I mused. “And then someone stepped in and killed Guy...”

“It not matter,” Lando replied. “For Oath of Ascendant, his people answer. Riverfolk know laws of Unity. They break them. Unity punish them.”

“And how does it do it?”

“Not know. Different ways. Maybe heat in their lands thirty cycles, hundred cycles. No water, no rain, all plants die, animals leave. People die of hunger. Maybe sickness, people age in one cycle like in ten. Maybe rain, bark peel off trees, skin peel off people. Maybe season of dry lightning, kill on spot, make fires. Maybe a hundred more.”

I looked at Dmitry. He shrugged.

“I’ve heard that the Watchers destroyed one of the Circle’s tribes,” he said. “They told all kinds of horrors at the Tree moot.”

“Yes. Black meat-eaters from Cavefolk. Many years, they break laws of Unity. Watcher send sky ship,” Lando affirmed. “Not like yours, even if from sky. Men inside stronger than humans, than Ascendants. Men of fire and metal.”

“We’ve found remains of such creatures, yes,” Dynamite disagreed. “They can be defeated.”

“Can kill warriors of Unity. Can destroy one ship. Then Watcher send three more ships, five, ten. Will send until freehold is no more. Can’t break laws.”

“But what is this Unity, really?” I finally blurted out. “What is this world? Where did this Tree come from and how can it even exist? Where are the stars and the sun? Where the hell is our Earth? How did Helga even get here in the first place, how far is this place from Earth, and how many years have passed since we were put into cryostasis? I keep asking, and nobody can clearly explain this!”

“Hahaha!” Dmitry laughed. “Nobody will explain because nobody really understands it. Our eggheads have been racking their brains over this for more than twenty years. Modeling holograms, proposing theories, and fat lot of good that does... Unity, my friend, is this huge contraption kinda like our Ring World, just a million times larger and made by dudes who probably could use stars to fry pancakes. Our laws of celestial mechanics pale into insignificance, alright? Physics, chemistry, biology, particle properties, and other crapola are obsolete too. Like, there’s a mineral that produces oxygen, or a rock that accumulates light, or a metal that’s lighter than air. Critters tending to gardens are small potatoes compared to other miracles.”

“And who are the Watchers?”

“Watchers protect Unity,” Lando replied dourly. “They watch and react. Yes, react. Give tasks to Ascendants. Give Deeds. Give rewards. Give Runes and Starblood.”

“All right, I’ll go home, my wife misses me,” Dmitry said, standing up. “Can’t leave a woman alone at night, they start getting all sorts of thoughts... Sigurd, I won’t bother you tomorrow, have a rest, look around. Everyone else, gather in the square, like usual. Nighty night!”

People in the freehold went to sleep early — probably because they got up with the first rays of the Tree. Many had physically demanding work, which didn’t exactly allow for evening get-togethers. After traveling, I was horribly tired myself: as soon as I laid down, I would pass out like a light.

I liked the guys and the warm welcome they had given me. The colony seemed all right too; I could work with that. In any case, sleeping behind the sturdy walls of the residential module was better than living in a tent and waiting every night for a visit of a noxwolf or something even worse. The next day, I wanted to thoroughly explore the place, visit the science department, and decide on my future actions...

As I lay down in a real bed — God, what a bliss — I started thinking. The information about my past didn’t feel incongruous; subconsciously, I had expected something like that. So, a Stellar Fleet cadet and then a universal pilot... That was probably where I had gotten the knowledge about reentry vehicles and weapon handling skills. After all, Stellar Fleet was an elite military space organization, and all of its graduates, no matter the specialization, took physical combat and weapon training courses. I even had a hazy recollection of that, my memory bringing up tatamis and firing ranges, class timetables and dorm rooms. No actual people thus far — they were floating somewhere at the edges — but there was no doubt: sooner or later, I would remember everything. My new acquaintances had said that it would take a week to two months... Well, my first week was nearly over.

What I didn’t know was how to deal with the mysterious character that had settled down in my head against my will. The voice mostly stayed quiet, but the realization that I could never be alone with myself, as my invisible companion saw and assessed any actions I took, was discomforting. Terribly discomforting, actually: it was my body, my mind, and I wasn’t about to share it with a stranger. I didn’t even know if he read all my thoughts and saw my dreams or the contact only happened when I could sense his presence. Sometimes, he was stubbornly silent. I also didn’t like that feeling during my conversation with Veronica when the voice had helped me. It was as if I was just an inch away from losing all control over my body and trading places with him. Could that be his goal?

“I can see through your eyes and sense your thoughts,” the voice confirmed after a short pause, “but not all of them, only the... brightest. I don’t feel what you feel: I’m just a weak powerless observer imprisoned in the Blood that now flows in your veins. This is a torment you cannot understand — not having a body of your own.”

He seemed to have chuckled mentally and continued.

“Right now, you and I are linked, but I’ll find a way to break this connection and separate us. I would swear on the name of the Thousand Brethren, but Unity won’t accept that Oath, as we are one Ascendant. Until then, let us make a contract. I will help you survive and become stronger, and you will help me regain my old body or find a new one.”

“And what do you need for that?” I sent him a distinct thought.

“The world has changed. First, I need to understand who all of you are and how many thousands of cycles have passed. What befell our People, whether any of my Brethren survived, what’s happening to Unity, and where the bloodhounds of Eternity are...”

“You want knowledge when you can’t even reveal your own name!”

“It’s for your own good. Some knowledge may be dangerous, and a simple mention of some names might be a death sentence. Even under torture, you cannot give up what you don’t know. The laws of Unity are unshakable, and Eternity is a harsh mistress. Sometimes, the only path you may travel is the one whose end is not known to you...”

“What is Unity?”

“You won’t get it,” the voice warned. “Your language doesn’t have the right words.”

“Then use the words you know. I’ll try to understand.”

“Unity was created as a hidden citadel of the Kel People. A great undertaking, a great place where generations of sentients climbed the stairway of Ascension to rank among the True and complete the Ascension, transforming into those capable of stopping the Outer Beasts.” The voice sounded ominous and solemn, as if recited the lines of an ancient legend. “Thus it was for three turns of the galaxy, and the best of the Kel Ascended, becoming the United. But the Outer Beasts came again, and He Who Fights took the Breach, He Who Is Silent blocked the flow of temporal rivers, and She Who Creates planted the first Ygg-Tree... Do you understand?”

“No,” I confessed. “It sounds like a pompous fairy tale.”

“I did say that you wouldn’t get it,” the voice smirked. “Find your wise men. Let them explain it better. I need to listen too...”

Barely keeping myself awake, I opened the local Vox network, checked my profile and browsed a bit. I didn’t find anything special, just text and subvocal communication channels and a few interactive objects that combined into a shared portal with a few add-ons. Everything was designed meticulously and lovingly — I could tell that the net architects did their best — but still felt a bit half-assed compared to the laconic functionality of Earth Vox networks polished to perfection. And it definitely didn’t hold a candle to the vivid runic interface of Ascension. There was a lot of information online. I found announcements, freehold news, a full list of colonists — two thousand seven hundred and forty-two people in total — a plan of the freehold and its surroundings, a code of laws forty-five paragraphs long — a brief summary of the constitution of Earth — and a table of available Replications. It was a pretty impressive roster: more than three thousand articles separated into various sections, from household items, clothes, and footwear to heavy construction machinery. The prices seemed reasonable, too: ten points for a T-shirt, fifty for a jumpsuit, one hundred and twenty for a new Vox. The two thousand awarded for the trophies could buy me a lot, but I still had no idea what exactly I needed and decided to put that issue off.

One thing kept nagging at me. I hadn’t filled anyone in on my suspicions about Mark and the eavesdropped conversation at the waterfalls. Who’d ever believe a newbie and his paranoia against the word of a famous Ascendant and the son of one of the first colony leaders? I wasn’t even quite sure that the voice hadn’t misinterpreted everything; why make a fool of myself?

As I was falling asleep, at the edge between sleep and awake, I finally realized the reason for my uneasiness. If the Watchers punished people for breaking the Oath, and it was Mark who had broken it instead of the Riverfolk, the punishment would be paid not by them but... by our freehold.

And it was inevitable.


Chapter 18

A SHARP BUZZ at six-thirty Earth time informed me was time to rise and shine. Half an hour was allotted for hygiene, followed by breakfast in the already familiar mess hall. I stood up and went with the rest of my dorm mates, even if my day was officially free — better to get used to the local routine from the start. People were bustling about the corridors and the dining room. I noticed that many simply picked up the containers waiting on the counter and went on their way. 

A bun baked out of porous substance, something like an omelet, and the omnipresent paste. The breakfast’s blatant lack of options was redeemed by the delicious tea with an unfamiliar herbal fragrance that instantly cleared my head and filled my body with bouncy energy. That stuff was A-grade refreshing: I even felt a slight euphoria, as if I had taken a sip of some hooch!

“Don’t overdo it,” Yin (or maybe Yang, I couldn’t distinguish between them yet) recommended, seeing me pour a second helping. “It’s made from spirit herbs. Invigorating, but don’t drink too much, or you might get hooked.”

“Is it a drug?”

“No more than Earth coffee. But better not to overindulge, it’s really addictive.”

“This tea be weak,” Lando preached, throwing his own two cents, “just three spirit herb leaves. My people brew from six, when they want. All night they run, hunt, love. Never tire. Make tea from nine leaves too, rarely, when war.”

As they explained to me during the breakfast, almost every morning, the three leaders held a small meeting where all spear commanders received missions for a day, a week, or a month, depending on their luck. The economic and production sector was headed by Trave, security and defense by Michael, scientific research by someone named Mathias, but all final decisions were made by Veronica Maxwell. Like the rest of the armed groups, of which there were around fifteen, our spear didn’t have a permanent work front and was mostly used for patrolling, security, recon, escorting groups of gatherers, hunting and extracting resources outside the freehold, and miscellaneous tasks across the wilderness. Each spear had Ascendants, and every recruit had the potential to become one. Basically, I got lucky by immediately ending up among the small cadre of people who had the most dangerous and the most interesting job. Although, if I were to analyze the freehold’s population, it wasn’t exactly small: out of five hundred thirty men, more than a hundred were elderly and one hundred eleven children and teenagers, making almost half of prime-aged men spear-members. The rest worked in workshops, in the field, or mined resources for Replicators in safe zones — a hard job, often thankless, but necessary for the freehold.

Following the others, I found myself on a dusty square next to a residential module exit. The morning bustle was in full swing there: squads gearing up, groups of workers leaving, mounts being taken out of nearby one-story buildings. There were vehicles too: a few painted gliders with cargo trailers, a dozen handmade buggies, ordinary carts, clearly repurposed from freight platforms for draft animals. That mishmash — ordinary Earth machinery next to giant torros and vicious karkhs, bows and spears mixed with high-tech weapons — painfully cut into my senses, reminding me every second how far from Earth I was.

As I waited for the mission briefing, I met another one of my future companions and the strangest so far, even surpassing Lando.

Stretching and scratching himself, Shaggy walked out of a barn full of roaring torros. He was large and covered with so much red fur that it made him look like a giant ape, but underneath the hairy mask, I could see features suspiciously resembling human, and he moved like us too. A belt full of pockets hung on his belt, a wide leather bandoleer crossed his chest, and a curved dagger dangled from his neck.

I gawked at the creature. It was a real genuine bigfoot! A yeti, dammit! But the people around us paid him no attention, as if a hairy monster roaming around was par for the course.

“Shaggy is a Treefolk,” Yin said, noticing my astonishment. “He’s our best tracker and hunter. Maybe even the best in the freehold... Shaggy, it’s Sigurd. He’s with us now.”

The bigfoot sniffed me incredulously, slightly lifted me in the air, as testing my weight, then grunted and stepped aside, sitting right on the ground by the fence and folding his giant arms around his knees, his eyes closed.

“Can he talk?” I asked in a low voice.

“He can but doesn’t want to yet,” Yin (or Yang) chuckled. “Shaggy’s just as smart as you and me. He’s just different.”

Dmitry Voronin arrived soon after. He wasn’t alone: plodding behind him was a man whom, despite never seeing before, I easily identified as the infamous Tolly Gorokhov, also known as Thunder.

What could I say when I looked at him? Well, he certainly didn’t lack for health: his shoulders were as wide as a yardstick, and his muscles could rival Mark’s. I wondered how many points he’d instantly get in Body if he were to become an Ascendant. His face — few signs of intelligence, simple as a child’s — was haggard, clearly from being hungover, and covered with a week-old stubble. He had a burn scar on his neck, large fists with fresh blisters on the knuckles, and a snub nose clearly broken in a few places. A real down-to-earth kind of guy, just a bit wider than the others. The image was completely by an oddly familiar blue-white vertical pinstriped wife beater worn underneath the jumpsuit. I squinted: I had seen it before...

The low rumble of impellers made the grass sway in waves. The bird-like talons of Beakling’s pseudo-legs dug into the furrowed soil. Tall men in modified Spartacuses ran up the ramp into the belly of the helibird in columns of two, weapons hanging all over them. Their shoulder pads displayed a roaring bear in a semicircle of stars, the sides of the helmets adorned with twin yellow wings against a blue-white pinstriped background. Ursa Major, Stellar Fleet’s Special Marine Corps...

“Are you Morozov?” Thunder bellowed, offering me his hand the size of a spade. “Why’s your first name so weird? Are you Finnish or something?”

“Ask my dad,” I joked. “I see you’re a Marine? One of the Ursae?”

“That’s right,” the giant replied, brightening up. “Savvy! Third Maniple of the Twelfth Cohort... And where do you come from?”

“According to my bio, Stellar Fleet, Universal Pilot. But I don’t remember...”

“Belay that! You’ll remember,” Thunder said confidently, and I got a whiff of stale whiskey breath. “Makes sense, your mug’s cut out for a cap... Pilot is a good thing. A pilot’s a bro... Hey, Commander, what do we have today?”

“Today’s a gravy train, guys.” Apparently, despite being an Ascendant, Dynamite wasn’t the model of military subordination. “You, me, Yang, and Shaggy will go hunting after getting geared up. Yin, Lando, you have day detail at the Third Watch on the Rock. Sigurd will take a breather and relax.”

Yin groaned, but Voronin wasn’t going to relent.

“Who guarded rockmuncher dung last time at the caves? Exactly. Catch up on sleep in turns while at it.”

“No interesting thing?” Lando asked.

“Two new Unity missions. One’s just larvae in the canyons, as usual. Scream and Assol’s spears are on it. A week-long raid. The second is... more interesting. A small raid into the Grass Sea. A gang of tauros showed up nearby. Leader has Starblood.”

“A feral Ascendant...” Lando narrowed his eyes. “Who went for his head?”

“They sent Ice and Grim. Serena will help them. The rest’s as usual: hunting, digging, guarding... Oh, and Mark’s gotten a good dressing-down. No idea why. All of his guys got sent to the caves to sling rockmuncher dung for a whole week...”

“Sling? Those blockheads must have really knocked it out of the part,” Tolly the Thunder snorted.

“It’s probably because of me,” I spoke up, making up my mind after realizing the issue.

“You?” Dmitry asked, surprised. “Why? They did get you here, even despite losing Guy.”

“It’s not about that.” I shook my head. “Randy tried to steal my cryptor at night.”

“Whoa!” the Ascendant slowly replied. “And you told Veronica about that?”

“Yes. She pulled everything out of me, no idea how,” I confessed.

“She’s good at this, yeah...” Dmitry muttered, scratching the back of his head. “That wasn’t very nice... I mean, technically, you’re right, and he shouldn’t have meddled, but we usually resolve such issues among ourselves.”

“Sigurd new, he not know,” Lando said, shaking his head. “Your Riks be Ascendant. Can’t lie. She ask, he tell. What his guilt?”

“You may very well be right, but Veronica’s quick to punish. Heads will roll, but we still have to live here.”

“We’ll deal with it then,” Tolly boomed ominously. “If they give attitude, tell them to screw off!”

“All right, we’ll see... Suit up already!” Dmitry snapped.

Everyone went to fetch their gear and weapons — they were issued in the already familiar storage depot right before leaving on a mission. I immediately noted that some people, especially the Ascendants, disregarded that rule, preferring their own equipment, and made a mental note to clarify that issue.

I invited myself to escort Yin and Lando to the watch outpost. It was on the opposite end of the plateau, on the bluff right above the chasm, and I really wanted to see the view from there. Going by the Vox network map, the place on the other side of the mountains was called the Sundered Lands. Plus, the road leading there passed by the ruins of the alien fort that Grye had told me about.

We drove there in one of the buggies. It was a curious car: small but fast, with giant ribbed tires and an open skeleton frame, clearly welded manually. The local technicians had turned an electric cart platform into something lightweight with increased cross-country ability — there weren’t any actual roads around there, only well-trodden paths, and the terrain left much to be desired.

The plateau that accommodated the freehold was isolated but quite expansive. I wouldn’t call that place barren. Yes, it was a harsh highland, but even among the cliffs and rock scatterings there were wild herbs interspersed with patches of small lakes and blue conifers stubbornly crawling up the outcrops side-by-side with real trees that looked like tall palms with yellow-purple umbrella-shaped crowns. A part of the land was cultivated: not far from the freehold, I saw green fields and long rows of grass greenhouses teeming with people, mostly teenagers and women. Yin told me that they were trying to grow Earth crops there — rice, wheat, peppers, tomatoes, corn — together with the local grains and vegetables, but it wasn’t working out very well, as the upland ground was poor with nutrients. Thus, instead of soil, they actively used a local fertilizer, the so-called rockmuncher dung, entire deposits of which were found in the caves. The very same thing that Mark’s spear had to collect as punishment. At first, I thought that rockmuncher was a figure of speech, but Yin suddenly drove off the path, approached a rock glen and pointed at a huge boulder.

“Sigurd! Here, look, here it is, a rockmuncher. It sleeps all day and digs at night. They say all the local caves are their work...”

The unmoving creature looked like a stone, and to be honest, I would have walked right past it, taking it for a weirdly-shaped cliff. Only when I looked closer I realized that it was something akin to a giant caterpillar curled into a ball... the size of a road grader. My system identified it:

Rockmuncher

No Starblood present

“It’s not dangerous?”

“Might flatten you if you don’t stay out of its way,” the Asio replied. “But they only eat rock. You can dance on top of it for all it cares.”

“Where did they come from?”

“Lots of such creatures around here,” Yin explained. “Some are useful, some harmful, some just confusing and pointless. Rockmunchers dig tunnels and caves, make soil, and let mushrooms grow. As Anna puts it... Biocoenosis!”

“Kel create all living things useful,” Lando added, “except those crawling from the Dark.”

Unfortunately, I failed to get a look inside the alien ruins, although the fancy white-gold spires sparkled invitingly under the rays of the Tree. There were building demolition works underway in the outer perimeter, and a bit farther, an entire armed unit was keeping watch, expressly forbidding anyone from hanging around the area. Some kind of excavations had been going there since the freehold’s foundation, and my new friends knew nothing about their goal. They suspected that the scientists had found a cache left over from the Kel, and that’s why even most of our Ascendants weren’t authorized to go in.

As I learned along the way, Yin and his brother were natives of the Indo-Pacific region and had arrived two years ago, their cargo capsule conveniently landing right in the Grass Sea next to something called the Flaming Horn. At first, their group headed by an expert colonist had a hard time there, coming across a large aggressive creature that Yin dubbed a firetooth, but then they were found by the Grassfolk. From what I gathered from the story, Lando’s brethren were far from united: a host of nomadic tribes, large and small, often hostile to each other. The ones who discovered the humans weren’t of the friendly type and almost immediately robbed them blind. They had to endure a lot, but Lando’s clan (at that point in the story, the Riks’ son gave us a sagely nod) wielded some influence, and in a few weeks, the Earthers were safely escorted to the South Post and bought out by the freehold’s representatives. According to the Asio, they got really lucky: many of the people fallen from Helga became prey to dangerous wildlife or savage natives in their very first days overland. The locals quickly figured out that the sky skips were full of useful items and started hunting them. Thankfully, the freehold’s repeater could intercept the signals from the dropped capsules, and the Earther search parties knew the approximate locations of the new arrivals. That’s how they had found me too, only my coordinates had been lost during the crash, and Guy’s spear was forced to comb through a large unfamiliar sector.

The watch post turned out to be a rock-lined platform on a ledge of a tall cliff, a natural tower of sorts that seemed well-suited for building eagle nests. Slightly wary, I climbed the rough-hewn stairs — one wrong step, and nobody could save me. There was an awning, a fireplace, a pile of wood, and two bored guys in fur cloaks, which were probably really handy in the icy wind that chilled to the bone. There wasn’t much to guard around there: in both directions, as far as the eye could, the plateau stopped above a steep chasm like a colossal fortress wall. No rock-climber could overcome a barrier like that: a towering, dizzying height with inapproachable ravines and sharp rocks looming far below, unusually sharply transitioning into something the natives called the Sundered Lands.

It was a really bizarre landscape, endless and swollen, like a cracked yellow-gray sunbeaten plain, or maybe a gargantuan platter shattered into hundreds of shards yet still retaining its shape. A complex web of cracks, hair-thin from above but probably dozens of feet wide in reality, fully covered the area, forming a multitude of barren yellow-gray islets. I didn’t detect any vegetation or life, but it didn’t mean that there was none: the altitude was incredibly high. The Sundered Lands — that name was incredibly apt. But who had sundered them and why?

“An Ascendant, one of the Thousand Brethren. It’s a trace of a celestial Rune,” my invisible guide whispered. “There was a nest of Worms here, and the Ascendant burned it out.”

“Who are the Worms?”

“The descendants of the Outer Beasts that gained flesh in Unity.”

“Who are the Outer Beasts?”

“You won’t get it,” the voice replied and fell silent, ignoring all of my mental questions.

If he had told the truth, and the Sundered Lands had appeared because of a Rune, the scale of destruction was unbelievable. The cracked and swollen plain stretched in all directions as far as the eye could see, eventually starting to sink into the darkness that grew thicker as it went on, as if curving upward into many layers that fused together in a refractive haze. I finally realized that what I saw was the edge of the circle of illumination produced by the Tree and the so-called Shadowlands mentioned by Mark’s people. The territory of shadows, and beyond it, the domain of eternal darkness that the golden light never touched. So our freehold was on the very brink of the Circle?

There weren’t any Ascendants nearby, and I risked glancing at my map. Yes, I was correct: we were in the region the Atlas had marked as the Border of Shadowlands. It might have been only the very edge, but I still could plant the Seed there to finish the Watcher of Unity’s mission.

That made me think...

In the meantime, the sentries were relieved, handing over two service Suvorovs, ammo, and gear to my companions. At first glance, there was no one to defend against, yet in addition to assault rifles, they had set up a fully functional firing point inside a semicircular stone wall. It had a long-range gauss rifle mounted on a rotating platform — the name of the model was “Widow,” as I recalled. It was equipped with universal sights and even a sniper helmet with all the bells and whistles, really heavy-duty stuff. I doubted I could handle it unprepared, but Yin, apparently, could, immediately giving him a lot of credit with me.

“In case a skywyrm drops by. We get fliers, too,” Yin said, noticing my surprise. “Drakes, there’s a lot of them nesting in the canyons. They’re like... pterodactyls, I guess.”

“Are they big?”

“One can easily snatch a person, let alone a kid. People say there used to be lots of them around, had to shoot them all the time. They’re smarter now, we hardly see them. Still, it happens.”

“Not just drakes. Shadowlands there, see?” Lando pointed at the horizon. “Many things come from there. That be why we watch. We be far, but everything happen.”

In Earth-produced gear, the young son of the Grassfolk Riks looked like an ordinary dude, just with oddly colored eyes and skin. His expressions, gestures, and behavior seemed almost the same as a human’s. When he smiled, I realized that the structure of his jaw and teeth was unlike ours: he didn’t have pronounced canines or premolars, which was probably why the natives had such different-looking chins. Had they lost the need to rip apart and bite into solid food during their evolution? The voice had said something about the blood of Erros, and maybe those Erros stood farther from monkeys than my own tribe...

Still, he was mostly a pleasant dude, even if slightly patronizing. He had an opinion about everything and loved to express it. We started talking, and I was shocked to learn that the son of the alien tribe’s chief wasn’t living with us of his own free will.

“Have Oath, have treaty. I live here, children of your Riks live with Grassfolk,” he explained. “As long as we do it, have peace, have friendship. I learn your language, know your ways. They learn ours. Grassfolk and Earthfolk know each other... more? No, better. Be better friends. Correct me, Sigurd. I not know your language good yet.”

“You already speak great, I understand everything,” I praised him.

So, Lando was a hostage prince, and Veronica’s children lived in the same position with his tribe? In the ancient history of Earth, people had often used a similar principle. Well then, our Riks really had balls of steel if she had risked her own children. Or maybe she didn’t have a choice? Or maybe they really were such good friends with the Grassfolk. Lando, as far I could tell, didn’t have special privileges in the freehold, living and working alongside the people from Earth. They were probably training him like their own, trusting him with weapons and guard duty, which showed a lot of loyalty to his tribe... On the other hand, all things could change, and natives with Earth weapons might always turn them against us later. Had our leaders accounted for that possibility?

“Those who possess Starblood and Runes have no need of other weapons,” the voice whispered with a hint of condescension. “Those I’ve seen in your tribe are no stronger than silver and will be powerless against gold. They won’t stop powerful Ascendants...”

The previous shift had immediately left for the freehold on their our torro that grazed nearby. After examining the post and chatting with the guys, I too decided to head back. The silvery domes were clearly visible from there, but walking to them would take at least an hour. Well, I could use a walk and look around the area at the same time. As I was leaving, Yin warned me,

“Oh, and Sigurd... Try to avoid Mark and his gang for now. They’ll be real angry at you...”

“So what?” I shrugged.

“Well, you never know. We’re not on Earth. This place’s different. Half a year ago, Mark’s guys fell out with one guy because of some girl. They caught him at night, gave him a beating, tied up, undressed, and hung by the feet in the women’s cleanroom. Can you imagine that? Girls walking there in the morning and seeing that moron hanging upside down, his bits dangling,” Yin chuckled. “In short, he’s got a hell of a smackdown, the guys still remember that...”

“And they weren’t punished?”

“How’d you prove that? One of them turned off the cameras, and the dude didn’t even see who hit him. They just threw a sack on his head before pounding him. So watch out, stay with our guys, and keep your head down.”

I understood everything. Those of us who had come on Helga had Earth moral standards hardwired into our heads. Breaking the law was shameful and reporting it was a way to improve society. But we weren’t on Earth anymore; a new generation had grown up in different conditions, and our laws and restrictions hindered them. Like in any large group, beneath the code of written laws, there was a set of unwritten, and the leaders of the newly-formed community couldn’t or were unable to control the nature of those rules. The collective responsibility of Mark’s spear for Randy’s theft might be great for discipline, but they really could take it out on me, and they didn’t give a damn that Veronica could use her Rune to coax anything out of a person, especially a newbie with no clue about the local context.

Our conversation was interrupted by a distant but audible screech. Yin and Lando immediately stuck their heads out over the stone fence. The former then jumped to the Widow and hurriedly put on the sniper’s helmet, while the latter grabbed the Suvorov propped against the wall and quite skillfully racked the slide.

“Here be a flier!” Lando yelled, beaming. “Luck with you, Sigurd!”

I could already see a black dot coming from behind the right slope’s bend. With each second, it grew in size, transforming into a ferocious winged silhouette that kept gaining altitude.

“You can shoot?” the native asked, his question amusing me. I smirked, nodded, and caught the second Suvorov. I had already seen Mark’s group use those rifles with a simple, straightforward, and practically fail-safe design. After checking the attached magazine, I racked the slide. My hands knew that move, remembered it. I could handle it.

The long barrel of Widow rotated upward to the right, aiming at the flier. Yin’s shoulders jerked, then again. Had he hit his target or not? It seemed that he had: the winged creature twitched and cried out hoarsely — a nasty shrill screech like a seagull’s — but didn’t change its trajectory.

“Not kill,” Lando Sunwing concluded, his Suvorov’s barrel lying on the parapet as he kept track of the thing. “Wound, Yin! Hit the wings!”

The next shot had more success: the creature plunged down, rapidly losing speed. The drake tried to glide but couldn’t do it very well with an injured wing, slamming into the slope and tumbling down with indignant shrieks.

But it wasn’t over yet.

A distant screech of echoing cries once again clawed at my ears. Following the first drake, a few more black dots appeared from behind the mountain, and a few seconds later, it was an entire flock, turning into a swarm right before our eyes.

And they were clearly headed toward us.

“Ts-si,” Lando slowly said, and I didn’t need a translation to understand him. “Yin, shoot!”

There was no need to say that. The Widow was already working, the young Asio’s shoulders flinching from the recoil, but I noticed no visible results. It didn’t make sense for us to open fire yet — it was too far.

“They aren’t turning back!” the gunner yelled, spinning around to face us. “They don’t give a damn!”

There was a hysterical note in his voice.

“What the hell is going on?!” I shouted.

The guys once again exchanged looks. Then Lando blurted out, “Vaal!”


Chapter 19

VAAL? THE ANIMAL MADNESS that Grye had told me about? Well, apparently, I was one lucky guy! 

The drakes kept emerging from the distant mountain slope to the left of us, dozens of them, if not hundreds! They immediately started gaining altitude, and the host of black dots grew even larger, swelling as I watched. Fear once again tickled at my stomach, especially when Yin, dropping his rifle, started soundlessly whispering something into the Vox channel while Lando frantically scooped out the supplies underneath the awning. Both of them were nervous; neither had probably encountered a predicament like that yet.

“You must control your fear, not the other way around,” the voice whispered. “To a true Ascendant, his fear serves like a loyal dog. It warns him about danger but stops when ordered.”

Lando finally found what he was looking for: a crumpled-up metal canister. Clear liquid poured down on the pile of firewood in the stone bowl, giving rise to bright flames. Clouds of gray-white smoke soared to the sky. A signal fire? Why, when we had Vox networks? Maybe not all colonists had Voxes?

“Help me!” Yin yelled furiously, once again reloading Widow.

Lando stood to his right, leaning on the stone fencing, and I to his left. It was a bit scary, having a screaming horde of flying monsters charging at us, but the voice was right — I couldn’t let my emotions get the better of me.

“Burst fire, they don’t give a shit about single shots!” Yin suggested. “Aim at the wings!”

I moved the fire mode slider into the “Three shots” position. Yin was most likely mistaken, and we didn’t need burst fire. First, I wasn’t familiar with the weapon, meaning that at such range, most of the burst would miss the mark, and second, I had two dual magazines that would only last me a couple of minutes of non-stop firing. And whether the post had enough ammo was a big question mark...

I had no time to search and think. I pointed the aim assistant at the drake — it looked like a bird with unusual and really sharp wings — and pressed the stiff trigger.

The sound of gunshots racketed around us. The barrel reverberated, the stock painfully hitting my shoulder. I would probably get a bruise, but there was no need to worry about such trivial stuff yet.

I seemed to have scored a hit. Or maybe not. The spread of an unfamiliar weapon at such distance can be very large. A few creatures had already been shot, rolling down the slopes, but there was no way to know who was responsible. Aiming at the wings was practical: with its leathery membrane damaged, a drake sharply lost speed and altitude, plummeting down. But their losses didn’t matter in the slightest, as more and more specimens came up from behind the cliff.

My magazine quickly ran out; I detached it and inserted its twin, getting it right on my first try. Next to me, Lando was also reloading — the freehold had clearly trained him well in handling Earth weaponry. Suvorovs were great and all, but all kinetics consumed ammo...

“Do you have more bullets?”

“You do not?!” He stared at me blankly. I felt a pang of anger: they had geared up before their shift, but I even got my pitiful Defender taken away!

“Where the hell would I get it?!”

“Yin, give him ammo!”

“Fall back! They’re going to eat us now!” Yin shrieked instead, pulling off his helmet and trying to yank Widow from its supports. “Climb down, quickly! Let’s get out of here!”

He was probably right — our efforts couldn’t stop the maddened drakes. The main part of the flock would reach the platform in several minutes, and what would be next? I didn’t know what those creatures were capable of, but throwing us off the cliff or crushing us under their weight seemed obvious...

We rolled headlong down the slope, risking breaking our legs on the tall steps. Yin jumped at the wheel, and the buggy roared as it turned around. Lando and I stood on its flanks, clutching at the arcs of its skeletal frame so we could fire back along the way.

We made it just in time.

With a squealing wail, the first winged shadow dove out from under the ledge and flew right above us. We opened fire and got it pretty good. The flier collapsed on the rocks in front of us, crawling forward and scraping the talons located on the joints of its featherless leathery wings. My interface finally reacted:

Rock Drake

No Starblood present

What a creature! Up close, the flying reptile really did resemble prehistoric pterosaurs from Earth. It had yellow eyes, greenish-gray fur — or maybe plumage, — an elongated neck, and a toothed beak shaped like a long dagger. It was large too, as tall as an adult human! Thankfully, after being shot down, it had lost mobility and didn’t pose much danger.

Another drake swooped down after the first, then another... Their disgusting shrieks pierced my ears. But we had already turned around, Yin revving up the engine, and started weaving between the bulky boulders. Lando fired as we drove, aiming at the silhouettes flickering above us. I decided to avoid taking unnecessary risks, saving ammo — I could tell it would be useful later.

A trail of smoke spread out from the abandoned cliff, the swarm of rapidly approaching winged creatures black against its backdrop. Their numbers made my blood run cold. How could we stop an entire legion of frenzied fliers?

In the distance, I heard short sounds of a siren coming from the silver domes of the freehold. At last, they had snapped out of it and raised alarm! The Ascendants and their groups that had left for their missions must have already learned about the Vaal and gone back...

We rushed toward the old Kel fort, but the drakes reached it first. With their wings folded, they looked like vicious arrowheads as they swooped down on the tiny human figures running around the ruins. A chaotic gunfight broke out.

I saw a lone torro fleeing from the fort and the flying creatures attacking it, caught sight of another buggy swiftly retreating toward the freehold. A trail of winged pursuers dragged after it, just like the one behind us. Although it didn’t stand out, the drakes diverged from each other in size and color: some were significantly larger than their kin and had a sharp comb of some kind on their head.

Our vehicle abruptly changed direction, confusing the fliers chasing us. One of them plummeted from above, folding its wings and unnervingly snapping its beak, but Yin promptly veered away, and the drake missed us. I showered it with a burst of gunfire, transforming the creature into a screaming bloody mess that immediately disappeared behind us. Really, despite its primitive design, Suvorov was a hell of a gun!

Along the way, Yin and Lando kept arguing, their voices raised. I realized that going inside the ruins wasn’t an option anymore: an entire flock was circling the sky above them. Spinning around once again and drawing a circle in the dense grass, the buggy headed toward the freehold. My teeth clattered from the car jumping across rocks and potholes, and I barely hung on, clutching at the side arc with one hand and trying to hold the assault rifle in firing position with another. Apparently, Yin was trying to shake off the pursuing fliers, and at first, he even succeeded — when we gained speed, the flock seemed to lose focus, distracted by more vulnerable targets. In the ruins behind us, all hell broke loose as drakes fell from the sky. Their rasping cackle juxtaposed with the racket of gunfire and the booming explosions: the armed outpost there wasn’t willing to go down without a fight.

“There’s a shelter underground!” Yin cried out. “Minos is on duty at the ruins. He’s an Ascendant, he can lead the people away! We... need...”

“Yin, look to right! At the trees!”

The buggy made another turn, slowing down at the grove of orange “palms,” and I saw human silhouettes run toward us through the tall grass. A girl... and a group of children? Four, to be precise.

“Petal! Why you here?” Lando yelled, jumping off the running board.

“They... came for stoneberry... and I for herbs...” the girl replied, catching her breath, and I saw rectangular woven baskets on the backs of the terrified kids.

“Ts-si!” the native muttered through his teeth, turning toward the flock circling above the cliffs. Of course we had to help them get to the residential module, or the fliers would start a real hunt for the runners...

But how?

The buggy was actually designed for two, even if the seat held three men. In theory, as many as five could ride in it, if two would stand on the side steps, latching on the grid, as Lando and I had done to be able to fire back. But it was perfectly clear that the girl and the children couldn’t all fit inside with us.

Some decisions are easy to make: they just feel obvious. After all, there can be no other choice.

I too jumped down on the ground and pointed at the free seat inside the buggy. The girl — a pretty one, with a slender build and weird silver-streaked hair — helped pack the kids next to the driver and stood on the side-step, grabbing the handrails. Scared faces, crying children...

“Lando! Veronica will—” Yin started to say, but the Riks’ son snapped.

“I am Ascendant! He Who Fights say: Ascendant defend people. I stay. I fight!”

“We’ll find our own way out,” I chimed in, immediately feeling the native’s firm hand on my shoulder.

“Take this ammo, guys.” Yin hastily threw a few magazines at us, two at the prince and three at me. “Go on foot, sneak through the grass... Hide somewhere...”

“Drive faster!” Lando roared at him.

They drove. The overloaded buggy instantly lost a lot of speed. Six passengers, even if four of them teenagers, were no match for three somewhat skinny guys. As we dropped in the grass, we watched the car leave and then looked at the maddened fliers above our heads. A flock split from the main swarm and homed in on us, shrieking hoarsely. They couldn’t have spotted me and Lando in the grass, unlike the dust kicked up by the buggy.

It was clear that the pterosaurs would easily overtake the vehicle. Yin couldn’t maneuver in a car packed with so many passengers, and there was nobody to keep them back with gunfire.

There was no time to think anymore. We glanced at each other and once again understood everything without words.

We had to provide backup.

“You go right, I go left,” Sunwing whispered.

We dropped on our backs, anticipating the drakes’ approach. There was no need to wait: soon enough, winged bat-like silhouettes hovered almost on top of us. They were flying low — our luck!

“Let’s do it!”

We discharged our guns in unison. The prince fired long bursts, shooting down his target and grazing another, while I preferred the tried-and-true three-round approach and also succeeded: a drake on the left flank got a hole in its wing and came tumbling down, croaking.

But there were a lot more creatures than three! We achieved our goal: they stopped chasing after the buggy and started circling around us, picking out their prey in the grass. They kept swooping down, their wings folded in lethal triangles. We had to move: I had already figured out that those creatures’ main weapons were the talons on the joints of their wings and their sharp fanged beaks. They were trying to lunge at their prey from above, lift it in the air, and take it away.

We ran in different directions. I mowed down the silhouettes charging us with a long burst, and Lando released his remaining rounds point-blank, riddling the creature that had almost reached him with bullets. But there were still more drakes, and they had almost surrounded us! The son of Riks threw his Suvorov away, and a runic circle lit up in front of him. One Rune, and his body momentarily distorted in a halo of distorted space. Another, and an elegant blade of an unusual shape appeared in his hand. A third, and a spectral shape manifested by his side, the spitting image of the prince himself.

And in the next few minutes, that duo carried out a real massacre, finishing off at least a dozen creatures. Lando wasn’t afraid to fight in melee and seemed invincible — or maybe was. The attacks of the incoming drakes lit up the outlines of invisible shields spinning around him, and his curved sword struck them down, severing wings, claws, and heads of the fanged monsters. I kept to the side, covering his back and finishing off the wounded creatures. In the air, the pterosaurs moved swiftly and gracefully, easily outpacing us, but landing on the ground forced them to fold their wings and limp, leaning on their joints — still fast but slower than the bipedal apes! If we were lucky and had enough ammunition, we had a real chance of killing them all!

But we weren’t lucky.

A blast of air blew in my face. A squawking winged shadow descended from the sky right next to us, the flapping of its huge wings knocking me off my feet. As I tumbled down the ground, I saw the giant drake grab Lando with its sharp-toothed beak and lift him up while the prince screamed in pain, writhing in its grasp. The spectral shields trembled, once again gleaming with a distorted aura, and burst with the sound of shattered glass. The captive prince tried hitting the creature with his blade, but it was futile: the flier tore at him like a dog shaking a grabbed cat.

Standing up, I loaded my gun, aimed carefully to avoid hurting my companion, and fired a long burst into the monster.

I hit it: missing at such range was impossible. The pterosaur shuddered, shoved the feebly twitching body aside, and turned to me, rearing on its hind legs and spreading its humongous wings.

It differed from the rest not just by the deep blue color of its hide but by a beak as long as a sword. Twice as big as an ordinary drake, it reached ten feet in height, the comb on its head resembling a bone crown.

Alpha Drake

Starblood present

My finger on the trigger, I released every round left in the magazine into its orange-blue chest. That was quite enough for a normal drake, but the giant, even if bloodied, only squealed in anger and quickly wobbled toward me.

Pulling the trigger only made an empty click: I was out of ammo with no time to reload, and Lando was lying in the grass, motionless. His spectral twin slowly dissipated. What could I do?!

“It’s just a trash-level frenzied bird”, the voice remarked coldly. “What are you waiting for? Kill it with the bronze Rune.”

There was nothing else left to do! I opened the Slate, selected the Rune of Scarlet Claw, and activated the flashing icon on the alpha drake that was already raising its jagged beak to strike.

A scarlet beam buzzed into being, trailing after the Rune that obeyed my mental command. The spell would last only three seconds, and I slashed the beast’s most vulnerable area: its long neck. Its head immediately fell from the shoulders. The torso and the stump still continued to move, leaning on the joints of the wings, but my opponent was already dead. The body collapsed next to me, and for a second, three wood-green glyphs twinkled above it. Then the pterosaur’s wing gave me a painful lash, and I saw new Runes appear on my Slate.

Received 2 Starblood drops. Total: 33/46

Received Lesser Rune of Growth

Received Lesser Rune of Augmentation

Received Rune of Gust of Wind

“Oh, it almost reached bronze. The runes are junk, of course, but it’s better than nothing,” the voice commented. “I suppose we should try hunting those beasts...”

I had more important things to do than analyzing the Runes. After finally reloading my gun, I shot down another flier point-blank and finished off the one writhing in the grass — even without its wing, it kept crawling toward me, its beak open wide. Fortunately, those pterosaurs were ordinary, and the bullets worked their magic, pulverizing their flesh and hollow bones into a bloody pulp. The creatures with Starblood, like the noxwolf and the alpha drake, were significantly tougher.

That seemed to be all... I rushed to the unmoving Lando and carefully turned him over on his back. His face was smeared with blood and, at first, made me think terrible thoughts, but it was just a deep gash on the temple, and I could feel a weak pulse. His light half-armor looked a bit battered — the Scout vest must have saved his life — but his legs were covered with deep lacerations. The right one had gotten the worst of it: that’s where the drake grabbed Lando. As I saw the horrible wounds left by the fanged beak and the blood spurting out, I realized that I had very little time: in just a few minutes, he would bleed out.

So, what was I to do? Bending over him, I ripped open his pant leg, frantically trying to locate and put the squeeze on the femoral artery. And what if the natives’ anatomy was different from human? In any case, I had to try and save him! I knew how... I was trained to do it... I needed to press my fist hard against the spot between the thigh and the groin. My third attempt succeeded: the scarlet fountain gushing out of the wound stopped.

Cursing the annoying DNA code, I opened the cryptor with my free hand, pulling out my last remaining medkit and searching for the self-tightening tourniquet... Where is it, dammit?!

Hearing long drawn-out shrieks, I dropped on my face once again, freezing next to my unmoving companion and pressing hard on his artery. Another flock of drakes flew right past us in the air, followed by many more. They were headed to the freehold, and all I could do was hope that the time won by us was enough for Yin to lose them. It should be enough!

The black strip of the self-tightening tourniquet compressed the middle of Lando’s thigh, and the smart fabric displayed a countdown. I had ninety minutes... In that time, I had to get him out of there.

I injected him with a painkiller and, just in case, an antidote, sprinkling a thick layer of coagulating spray on his wounds. Lando still showed no signs of life, and there was an upside to that — he hadn’t seen me kill the drake with a Rune (especially the one that used to belong to Guy Flow).

My next stop was getting out of there while evading the creatures.

The blood-splattered silver blade was lying on the ground not far from me. A gorgeous weapon, but the voice suddenly warned me, “This Item Rune doesn’t belong to us! We shouldn’t touch it. Let the Ascendant fetch his own weapon.”

Fine. I picked up the dropped Suvorov, propped Lando up with my hands under his armpits, and carefully dragged him toward the silver domes of the freehold. An army of drakes swirled around the place, and I heard distant gunshots. Aside from the constant racket of Suvorovs, something heavier was clearly at work, giving me hope.

How long had we drove from the residential module to the post, half an hour? Plus forty more minutes spent there? After an hour, the combat spears with Ascendants could have gotten quite far from the freehold on their morning assignments. How much time would they need to rally to its defense? Really, how many armed people were still at the base, what weapons did they have, and could they really handle that many crazed fliers?

I didn’t know. I kept dragging Lando, hiding in the mountain grass and dropping down each time I heard screeching behind us. The Suvorovs pommeled at my sides and back, salty sweat filled my eyes, I struggled to breathe, and soon, his body became too heavy to lift. Yet I didn’t stop. Yes, it was hard, yes, it was long, but it couldn’t be helped. I had to do it.

“That’s not good. You’re taking too long. You’re weak. Use the Rune of Growth to improve your Body. The difference between six and seven stars isn’t much for wood. Nobody has seen you undressed before. They won’t notice any changes.”

Catching my breath after another spurt, I opened the Slate. Lesser Rune of Growth for Body, 7/10... Not much of a difference? My clothes seemed to tear a bit when my body changed again. My muscles became stronger, invigorated with new energy, and an intoxicating euphoria momentarily overwhelmed my consciousness. OK, what else have we got?

Rune of Gust of Wind

Spell Rune

Grade: wood

Activation: 6 Starblood drops

Summons a gust of wind in the target direction

Duration: 1 second

Cooldown: 30 seconds

Current cooldown: ready for activation

Another Spell Rune for my Slate, but of a lower rank. One second of a targeted gust of wind: how useful could that me? If the impulse was powerful enough to slow down an opponent or knock them down, then pretty useful...

Lesser Rune of Augmentation

Property Rune

Grade: wood

Used to augment the properties of Runes

“It’s single-use, like the Rune of Growth. It can increase the duration or shorten the cooldown of another Rune,” the voice explained, “but only of its trash rank.”

A cloud of drakes carpeted the air above us. The majority of them seemed to be rapidly moving toward the freehold. How many of them were there? A few hundred? A thousand? Why had they suddenly gone mad and attacked the settlement in such numbers?

“Haven’t you figured it out yet?” the voice chuckled. “The Vaal was sent by the Watcher of Unity. It’s the punishment for your Ascendant breaking the Oath.”

Mark?! That theory easily fit the mosaic of the events, but something still stopped me from believing in such a dreadful betrayal. Mark must have known that Unity would punish the freehold for his perjury and his lie might get out.

“The wrath of Unity takes many forms,” the voice replied. “The Watcher doesn’t proclaim guilt, just administers penance, and nobody knows the punishment beforehand. Your Ascendant is cunning and fearless. He knows that the punishment might be mistaken for accident, for a play of nature, but even if not, who can prove that he’s the one penalized? You have many Ascendants. Any of them could be guilty of a crime and conceal it.”

His reasoning was foreign to me yet made sense: the Vaal really could have natural causes, like with those taurs at the South Post. If the mysterious Watcher doesn’t reveal the perpetrator and the specific misdeed, Mark’s guilt couldn’t be proven, and any of my accusations were just empty conjectures of a crazy newbie. But how could he have brought himself to do it? He had to have known that the wrath of Unity might cause the death of his own people, other humans from Earth!

“Once again, you don’t understand. The more people die, the unhappier the survivors will be with the unlucky Riks who allowed this to happen. The more Ascendants get killed, the higher he will rise, and the dead men’s Starblood and Runes will make him only stronger.”

Whatever the voice had been saying, the seventh point in Body had worked miracles. The prince’s body seemed to have lost half its weight, and I felt much more energetic, barely stopping to catch my breath. Unfortunately, I failed to remain unnoticed. Grass-covered areas were interspersed with barren rocky glens. I tried to cross them as quickly as possible, but with a burden on my shoulders, it was far from easy. A moment came when I heard the fliers’ shrieks right next to me, a flock circling the air above my head.

I managed to drop Lando and hide behind a boulder, meeting the drakes with short three-round bursts. Fortunately, they didn’t attack me at the same time, taking turns to swoop down, and getting to me through the rocks was hard.

I had only two magazines left, forcing me to conserve bullets. Experience had already shown that an ordinary flier needed five or six direct hits in the body and wings to be taken out for good. Injuries didn’t matter: even bleeding out or losing limbs, they kept limping, crawling, and climbing just to get to their target. They had no fear of death or pain. Vaal that turned animals into berserkers was a horrible sight to behold.

I killed two and wounded two more, but with almost a dozen left, my bullets would run out before the enemies. I’d have only Runes and Starblood left, but how long would they last me? Feeling slightly desperate, I opened the branching tree of subvocal channels and found the one called “Operative.” Its description said that it was used only for urgent life-and-death reports, but it was swept over by a mess of unintelligible orders and cries for help. Barely hoping for a miracle, I relayed,

“Need help, I’m surrounded and running out of ammo. I’m from the Watch Post and have a wounded man with me. Need evac...”

“Everyone needs help, it’s hell over here!” a sharp female voice answered, and I recognized Veronica Maxwell. “Give your geolocation, maybe there’s someone nearby...”

I indicated my coordinates and send them to the channel. A few seconds later, a soft subvocal message reached my middle ear.

“Minos here. Where are you? Give me a reference.”

“A rock outcropping, looks like a triangle, lots of drakes above!”

“Roger that. I see you. We’re close. Hold on. We’ll get you out.”

They really were close; I didn’t have to wait more than a few minutes. One of the drakes hobbling toward me between the rocks suddenly stopped in his tracks, dazed... and crumpled into a pile of ash, melting away. Or something that looked like ash, at least.

It happened again and again. A second later, bursts of machine gun fire rattled in unison, as if on cue. Turning around, I saw a stopped glider with several shooters. One of them was using a really bizarre weapon that resembled a sharpened long spear made out of translucent blue stone. Only it wasn’t a spear but something like an alien aerodynamic gun with special grooves and protrusions for holding it with your hands... Paws? Pincers? I wasn’t sure. However, the weapon was clearly extremely effective: the shots it fired were soundless and produced no recoil; all drakes that ended up in its invisible crosshairs immediately crumbled into disappearing flakes. What was that contraption and how did it work?!

“Once again, your language has no words for it. Ripper? Destroyer? Bio-annihilator? A beam fired from this weapon destroys the links between the tiniest particles of living matter not fortified by Starblood,” the voice whispered. “I haven’t seen them in action for a very long time... Only an Ascendant can use them.”

A minute later, the drakes were over and done with. The glider pulled up to us, its crew taking Lando and helping me climb aboard. I didn’t recognize any of the four armed people, but one of them really was an Ascendant.

Minos

Ascendant

Affiliation: Earth, Sky Freehold

Title: Thane

Rank: bronze

Out of all Ascendants I had seen, Minos looked the most like a wielder of arcane powers. Tall, dark-skinned, and hawk-nosed, in a flowing brown cloak, with an odd chain of golden beetle-shaped links on his chest, he was armed with the alien spear-gun and had a strange orb floating above his left shoulder, moving together with him and seemingly made out of a thousand tiny green fireflies. It also drew my attention.

Swarm

Creature Rune

Rank: bronze

Starblood present

A Creature Rune? I hadn’t met them before...

“This is Lando of the Grass Sea,” Minos said, kneeling next to the unconscious prince. “They got him pretty badly... but don’t worry, we’re going to patch him up now.”

He touched his weird golden chain, and one of its links suddenly appeared in his palm: an incredibly elaborate nightmoth, identical to a real one. Minos put the beetle on the native’s hip, and the metal insect suddenly twitched.

Coming to life, it busily ran across Lando’s leg and slowly sunk into his wound, turning scarlet before my eyes. I watched that scene in shock, confused at what was happening.

“No need for the tourniquet. Tomorrow, he’ll be able to dance,” the Ascendant said, smiling with the corners of his lips. Then he glanced at me.

“So who are you? I don’t remember you.”

“I’m Sigurd, also from Dynamite’s spear.”

“Ah, the newbie.” He gave me a prying look, clearly noting the two rifles hanging on straps and my overall beaten-up appearance. “They brought you in yesterday. Yeah, I’ve heard. Are you all right? Unharmed? Can you fight?”

“Yes, I can,” I replied. Indeed, I didn’t have a scratch so far, only a few bruises.

“Good,” he said, flashing a grin. “Every gun counts.”

“Will we go to the freehold?”

“No, to the greenhouses.” He pointed in that direction. “They can’t get inside the module, but the greenhouses are in deep shit. Lots of people, not all of them got out. And they tell me there are several bronze creatures there.”


Chapter 20

WAS HE TALKING ABOUT the “bronze” pterosaurs? I hadn’t met creatures of that rank yet. The alpha I had killed had “almost reached” bronze, as my invisible partner put it. Yet it was still a large and incredibly dangerous creature: I wasn’t sure I could have defeated it without a Rune. What had they said about creatures of that rank? 

“Bronze is nothing special. It has one, maybe two gimmicks, and is sturdier than wood, but that’s it,” the voice smirked. “Killing bronze is easy. Your Ascendants should make it with their Unity trinkets. Now silver — it might be a challenge...”

The glider — a military modification of a heavy hoverbike with an expanded cargo platform — almost silently floated above the ground. It was a handy tool for traversing relatively even cross-country terrain, even if rather worn out by extensive use. Minos and his group were probably coming from the fort ruins, proving Yin right: they must have fought off their assailants, despite them arriving in great numbers, and left to assist the freehold that found itself under an unexpected siege. The men looked a bit frazzled and angry but quite prepared to a fight. Two of them wore the omnipresent Scouts, and another one a torn jacket and a work jumpsuit, just like me. Their weapons were the standard Suvorovs, needle guns, machetes, and well-crafted spears with leaf-shaped tips, obviously handmade. The only one who stood out was a woman in a tight-fitting jumpsuit dressed like a hunter. Aside from a rifle, she had a shooting visor and a high-tech compound bow clearly of Earth make, almost identical to the one used by Mark. In the open case on her hip I saw straight rows of arrows, also Replicator-crafted, with plastic fletching of different colors: red, blue, black...

Seeing the arrows made me think of my own supply. Even with the magazines taken from Lando, I had a critical shortage of ammo. Fortunately, Minos’ guys had it in abundance and shared it with me. I stuffed the magazines into the pockets of the ammo belt that I had temporarily borrowed by fleecing the prince. I decided to return it later if everything worked out...

The greenhouses and hothouses surrounded by green squares of fields were just two or three miles away from the lodgings. I had a suspicion why — the planners had left space for the settlement’s inevitable expansion. Alas, that had played a cruel joke: some of the people didn’t have time to get out of there after the alarm went off. Maybe they didn’t have enough vehicles or just considered the greenhouses a good enough hiding place.

They were wrong.

A fierce battle raged everywhere from the freehold to the fields, judging by the aggressive shooting and the constantly charging pterosaurs. Blasts of blue plasma, fiery explosions, and blinding tracer rounds flashed in the sky. We were approaching from another side, and there was no way to guess what was going on: an offensive, a retreat, a chaotic battle right in the fields?

The spot where we were headed had a lot of drakes circling above it, and even more swarmed the roofs, trying to break the transparent beams and get inside. In some places, going by the winged shadows fluttering behind the glass, they had been successful. Cackling and horrifying blood-curdling screams were coming from there. So the fliers had managed to get their talons on people?!

“They’ve already broken inside,” Minos said, immediately analyzing the situation. “To the third module, quick!”

The greenhouses were three arched structures built out of blocks of compound nanoglass and joined together by long walkways. Where the colonists had procured that super-durable and energy-efficient material, I had no idea, but what mattered was that breaking it was practically impossible. However, a weakness still existed: a gaping breach had replaced the entrance that we were rapidly approaching. The gates were completely demolished, as if rammed through by a speeding truck.

Needless to say, the drakes swirling in the sky noticed us and attacked. But Minos’ miracle rifle didn’t let them get close. In a few thuds, the only thing left in the air was dust. We didn’t even have to help him. The Ripper was a fabulous thing, whatever it was!

“Get the glider inside!” Minos commanded. “Stop! Block the entrance! Everyone leave, now!”

“What do we do with the wounded?”

“Nothing, leave him,” the Ascendant muttered. “Under Vaal, they only care about moving targets... Get out, get out!”

We jumped out of the glider that had barricaded the breach with its frame. On our flanks were long tiered plantations of green plants that looked like human-sized peppers, in the center a wide passage. A body of a middle-aged man in a work jumpsuit was lying across it right behind the destroyed gates, pecked all over. His face was a bloody mess. Ten steps farther, on the top seedbeds, was a headless woman. Copious amounts of blood had spilled on the ground and the crumpled leaves of the pepper plants covered with the four-toed imprints of drake claws. The sight made me feel a bit sick: they were the first victims of the Vaal, but how many more remained in the depths of the greenhouse that seemed longer than an intestine?

“Mother Mary,” Minos muttered quietly. “It’s really a bronze. Follow me!”

We walked and then ran forward, following the sound of furious squawking, wings flapping, and people screaming. Along the way, we took down two more small drakes that jumped out from the smashed vegetable patches. Another body was lying right in our path, hunched over and frozen in an unnatural pose, a weird white coating on top of it. The Ascendant quickly bent over it, checking the pulse, then looked at the flattened frost-covered plants around us and stammered, “Frost Breath, I see... Don’t approach the bronze, guys!”

He activated his Slate — a runic circle just like mine, only larger and shimmering with a blue metal (as I had already figured out, in terms of Ascension, bronze didn’t mean the alloy of copper and tin but metal in general, and non-precious at that, see as silver was above it) — and selected a Rune, tracing it with a short gesture. The strange glyph (also bronze-graded, going by its tint) suddenly split into several copies and leapt inside each of us. Others didn’t seem to understand anything, but together with a scaled-up icon of the Rune, a spectral explanation appeared in front of me:

Rune of Reinforcement

When projected into a living being, fortifies its structure, improving the ability to absorb kinetic and energy impact.

Duration: 5:59:48...

A six-hour-long protective Rune targeting groups — Ocarina and Mark had used something like that to strengthen Guy before the duel. Where did they keep finding such Runes, really? Their operating principle was still vague: I didn’t feel any external changes.

Then Minos pulled another link from his chain and put the golden beetle on the curled body. So that man was still alive, just frostbitten, and could be “reanimated” that way? Nobody was going to explain anything to me, of course — that wasn’t the time or the place for that.

“We’ll get him later, let’s go!”

The screams grew closer, and at last, we saw people huddled together under some kind of sprinklers and tanks of water. They were beset by a dozen pterosaurs. Some of the people were men, but most were women who defended themselves with tools and appliances, not very efficiently — unmoving bodies and drakes mauling them were scattered all around them. A horrible sight, accompanied by human screams and rasping cries of drakes that blended together with a chaotic cacophony.

“Get down! Get down! Down! Hide!” Minos yelled at the people, gesturing to show them what to do.

They hastily dropped down where they stood, and we started shooting. Our main goal was avoiding friendly fire whether by a direct hit or a ricochet, so we had to aim very carefully, meticulously picking our targets. Minos was probably also wary of using his Ripper with a crowd of civilians around us and stayed out of it, lowering his miracle gun and peering somewhere farther, deeper in the greenhouse... I realized that he was searching for the bronze, as all present drakes seemed to be common without any Starblood.

“Your Ascendant is no hunter. He doesn’t know the behavior of Unity’s creatures. These beings live in the mountains, and the strongest always take the highest peaks. Look up!”

I raised my head and realized that the voice once again was dead-on.

A winged creature nested right above us, on the metal farms that supported the dome of the greenhouse. It was busy tearing into a human body, which already looked like a shapeless lump of bloody meat, using its long beak to pinch off bits, then tossing them up, catching in the air, and swallowing with a hungry gurgling.

A bronze opponent.

It didn’t seem larger than the giant I had killed, about the same size, twice as big as an ordinary rock drake. It had a different coloring, though, bluish with silver streaks and a metallic sheen, a branching bone spike on its head that looked like a crown, and strangely twitching tassels on the lower part of its wings. A real freak.

“Minos, above!” I shouted.

Minos reacted immediately, firing his invisible disintegrating beam, but... the Kel weapon didn’t work. The air around the alpha shriveled in a blurry blot, but it didn’t turn into ash like the other, non-Starblood-empowered, pterosaurs. Maybe that substance acted like a binding component that kept the molecular links in the matter from tearing, if I had gotten my advisor’s explanations right.

However, the creature did sense the attack. It stirred, dropped its prey, spread its wings, and screamed, breathing out a cone of bitter cold air straight at us. It must have been the so-called Frost Breath mentioned by Minos. It felt like a powerful gust of wind that brushed me with an icy cold but still went wide off the mark.

All plants around us immediately turned into ice. The humans, however, remained unharmed: Minos’ glowing swarm, the Creature Rune, had dispersed, creating a dome-shaped hemisphere that protected us from the attack. I had no more strength left to startle at the local marvels. Dropping on one knee, together with the rest of the team, I opened fire.

The alpha didn’t like the bursts coming from four Suvorovs at once. They didn’t kill it but definitely caused a significant discomfort, and the creature plummeted down from the farm, landing next to us and trying to scatter the humans with flaps of its giant wings and reach them with its long fanged beak. To its credit, it managed to immediately turn the battle into absolute chaos.

The Ascendant got hit by a wing and sent flying somewhere in the thick of the vegetation. The second fighter was struck by the beak, which was powerful enough to knock him back thirty feet. The remaining three, including myself, started running in different directions, keeping away from the frenzied beast. Honestly, I had no idea how to defeat it: we were shooting point-blank, but the shrieking blood-covered bronze refused to die. It once again breathed out its icy hurricane and finally didn’t miss, engulfing me in a chilly wave. My body immediately went numb, prickly icicles formed on my eyelids and lips, and my fingers froze to the assault rifle. I felt myself falling, losing all control of my movements. Another man collapsed right next to me, covered with rime, releasing the spear he was poised to throw.

But the battle wasn’t over yet. Minos rejoined the game. Through the ice on my eyelids, I saw a glowing scarlet Rune and fire. Flames enveloped the birdosaur in its entirety, as if someone had drenched it in gas and lit a match. Looking like an ugly phoenix, it cackled furiously, thrashing around and trying to fly up.

“Millie, stop it! Use blasting arrows!”

The redheaded woman in a shooting visor — I could see her with my peripheral vision — drew her high-tech bow. Unexpectedly, her shot was effective: a powerful explosion grounded the burning creature. It was a trick arrow?! I heard gunshots again: Minos, Millie the archer, and another surviving fighter were trying to finish off the incredibly tough drake. What had the voice said — killing bronze is easy? Yeah, right, very easy...

“It’s not strong, it’s you who are weak,” the voice countered my thoughts with a slight ridicule. “But I’ll mold you into a true Ascendant...”

The guy by my side stirred, groaning. Abruptly, I realized that I hadn’t passed out and even could move, my stiff limbs coming around, if barely. Maybe Minos’ protective Rune had worked, or my own Starblood. Standing up, I tried picking up my Suvorov, but the bitterly cold metal made me jerk my hand back. The only other weapon around was my teammate’s spear, and my fingers locked around its polished shaft.

I had never hurled spears at a target, but the one in my hand seemed begging to be thrown, with its pleasant heaviness and the sparkle of a vicious sharpened sting. The target was close, too, a giant flaming brute — missing it was impossible.

I put all of my strength into the throw.

I hit my mark, and hit it pretty good. The spear sunk into the thin membrane of the wing and pierced it right through, getting lodged in the tissue like a long spiny splinter. The pterosaur screeched from the pain, turned to face me, and knocked me down with a flap of its smoldering wing. All of a sudden, it was very close, clutching me with its outstretched talons and lifting me in the air. I saw its bloody sword-like beak aimed at me, but no blow came.

The creature’s head burst into a fountain of blood. Once again, I was flung aside; the burning monster ran a few more feet under its own momentum and collapsed just two steps away from the girl, who was standing still with her bow drawn.

It was over. It was finally dead.

“A great shot, Millie,” Minos said, standing up and wiping soot off his face. “I’ll insist on your getting a Stigmata...”

The redhead chuckled and replied, “You should thank... what’s his name? Sigurd? If he didn’t distract the drake, I would’ve never hit it.”

“OK, we’ll figure it out.” The Ascendant stepped forward and drew the Runes from the headless smoking body. “What about him, is he alive?”

“I think he’s moving...”

I could hear their voices and see their figures as if through a haze. I tried standing up but failed. There was no pain, but I touched my chest and side and saw blood on my hands. So the bronze one had gotten me after all...

“Oh, Mother Mary... Lie still, man!” I saw Minos’ face inches away. “And don’t move. Coming right up...”

I saw a golden nightmoth in his hands. The Ascendant’s chain was already a few links shorter: would that be enough for everyone? But I had no time for questions. The living beetle, the artifact of the Kel, the Unity, or Eternity, hell if I knew, jumped on my chest, ran down somewhere, its steps barely touching me, and I felt a pang of a horrible nagging pain in my left side, as if someone had stuck a knife there and started twisting it. I choked from pain, knowing with my mind that it was the golden nightmoth digging into my body, entering it, wanted to ask Minos what would happen to me and how it worked, but it was too late — the Ascendant had lost interest in me, stood up, and started giving out commands to his men.

“He’s going to pass out... Take him and the other wounded... Yes, load them into the glider. The women too, we’ll be evacuating them, Michael will cover us, the guys are coming in...”

Then the pain became unbearable, a warm wave swept over my body, and I finally blacked out.


Chapter 21

WAKING UP FELT STRANGE, as if I had had one too many the night before. My lids were stuck together, my body was numb, my head pounding. Rubbing my eyes, I forced myself to sit up and looked around. 

I was in a room with a white ceiling and walls. A cold glow of light panels, a ribbed pattern on the residential module’s partitions, the smell of drugs and antiseptics in the air...

I was lying right on the floor, on something like a thin mattress, covered with a white blanket up to my chest. To the right and left were identical mattresses filled with motionless people, and a bit farther, metal beds rigged with medical equipment. Green indicators were blinking on their footboards, accompanied by a soft chirping of familiar devices from Earth.

At first, I had a fleeting thought that I was surrounded by dead bodies lying side by side, but no: one stirred, the second coughed, another said something in a muffled voice. The people were quite alive.

The place I was in was the medbay, a hospital ward packed with so many wounded that some of them, including me, had been put right on the floor to free up space for those in critical condition.

My clothes were missing, even my underwear. I managed to raise my hand — thank God, the black bracelet of the cryptor was in place. Cautiously, I ran my fingers all over myself, paying attention to my stomach and sides — no bandages, no painful sensations, just rough skin in one spot. My body felt terribly weak, as if all of my vitality had been drained from me the day before.

I raised my bracelet to my face again. The timer showed six-thirty in the morning, meaning that fifteen or sixteen hours had passed. Had I been out that long? After the alpha drake had given me a serious injury, the Ascendant Minos put his golden nightmoth inside me, just like he had done to a few other wounded, including Lando. That must have been its handiwork.

“Yes, it’s a healing artifact of Unity,” the voice said, waking up together with me. “Not the best one, but quite widespread. The Scarlet Nightmoth consists of Starblood. It can quickly heal light wounds but not return life to the dead. Your health is in no danger.”

I wanted to ask him a question, but the neighbor two cots away from me to the right turned his attention to me. He was a stocky black-bearded man with bandages on his arm and head. Red marks covered his dressing.

“Ah, another one wakes up,” he chuckled. “Alive?”

“Seems so,” I said. “How... did it end?”

“When were you wounded?”

“In the greenhouses... Minos and I bumped into a bronze. Around noon, I guess...”

“Ah, then you’ve missed a lot. Fighting went on until late in the evening. They even kept firing at night. It’s all quiet now, must have taken them all out...”

“The drakes?”

“Whom else, the humans? When our Ascendants returned to the freehold, the beasts were done with. Made mincemeat out of them!”

“What about casualties?” I asked.

“Seventeen dead, I hear. At least fifty were wounded, they spent all night dragging them here. How are you doing?”

“I’m all right. Minos hooked me with his golden gadget...”

“Ah, the Scarlet Nightmoth?” He gave me a knowing nod. “You got lucky, man. Are you from his team, doing excavations?”

“No, I was pretty much there by accident... Is there a cleanroom here?” A pressing urge suddenly reminded of itself.

Wrapping the blanket around my loins, I drudgingly got up and limped in the given direction, my legs stiff. There, I changed my clothes, taking a set of spare underwear and a second jumpsuit out of the cryptor. The nasty sensation of soreness and weakness wasn’t going away. Making use of privacy, I checked my interface and instantly spotted a difference: my Glory was two points higher, equaling four. Curious. What was that for? As I understood it, that strange Attribute increased when you did something unusual that made you stand out in the crowd. The act itself wasn’t enough, though: other Ascendants had to learn about it. Basically, it was a measure of your fame... and also affected the Ascendants’ title, the value and significance of which were still a mystery to me.

I scrolled through the log. There was no specific explanation, but in theory, I could have received the third point of Glory for saving my companion and the third... for battling the bronze? Maybe...

After leaving the cleanroom, I stumbled into a thin girl in a blue medbay coat. Dark hair with silver streaks, a drawn face, circles under the eyes... Unexpectedly, she was an Ascendant.

Petal in the Wind

Ascendant

Affiliation: Earth, Sky Freehold

Title: Yuwein

Rank: wood

“Are you allowed to stand up?” she inquired sternly.

“I’m all right...”

“Let’s check, then. If you can walk, follow me.”

She took me to a separate room next to the ward. Medicine cabinets, a folding screen, a scanning circle — they seemed to have some Earth equipment, even if not exactly brand-new.

“Undress behind the screen and stand into the circle. I’ll examine you.” She pointed there. “Remind me your Vox profile, please.”

“Siegwart Morozov. I’ve been here since yesterday.”

“Ah, you’re new!” Her tired eyes sparkled with curiosity. Peculiar eyes: big, almond-shaped, blue-green like the local foliage. I had never seen such a bright and unusual hue. A weird Ascension name, too: Petal in the Wind, really? Was our doctor from Earth or born in Unity, like Grye and Randy? She didn’t look a year older than twenty, so young and already an Ascendant?

“One has to be blind not to recognize the stone eyes of Ammos,” the voice murmured. “She’s a half-blood of your tribe, can’t you see?”

The silver strands in her hair, the shape of her face and cheekbones, the unusual shade of her white skin as pale as marble, and especially the color of her eyes and the odd name... The voice seemed to be correct: the girl was a half-breed, and the human genotype was dominant — you had to look closely to spot the difference.

“Sigurd, right? You were with Lando. Do you remember me? I’m Petal.”

I remembered the young girl with the kids that we had put into the buggy while fleeing the drakes. Dark hair, lithe, with a cute face... Back then, in the commotion, I somehow hadn’t noticed that she was an Ascendant — maybe because I wasn’t focused. In her medical uniform, Petal seemed very unlike that girl, as if she were her strict older sister. Although, after a sleepless night...

“Yes, I remember. You were with the kids.”

“I took them there to study herbs. It was a lesson,” she smiled, slightly embarrassed, cute dimples on her cheeks. “And we wanted to gather stoneberries too, lots of them grow between the cliffs...”

“I’m happy everything worked out,” I said. “And where’s Lando? He was wounded too...”

“Yes, they brought both of you here,” Petal replied. “Lando’s fine, but he hasn’t woken up yet. It’s odd that you recovered before him. Your wounds were heavier.”

It was only when I entered the scanning circle that I realized how much I had changed. The seventh point in the Body Attribute didn’t just grant me more physical strength and endurance: it altered the texture of my muscles, making them bulging and more defined. My body looked as if it belonged to a young athlete after at least two years of constant training. Starblood easily pulled off what took ordinary people years of their life. And if that continued... it was truly the ultimate temptation for anyone who wanted power!

Petal’s cold steady fingers carefully felt my left side. Everything was fine there, but the top part of my hip had a red shar-shaped mark made out of scar tissue. It was small, the size of a coin, but surprisingly similar to a beetle spreading its legs.

“How are you feeling? Does anything hurt? What about here?”

“No.”

“It will leave a scar,” she concluded. “Scarlet Nightmoths always do that.”

“And the... nightmoth.. where is it?”

“It dissolved inside your body to heal the damage,” the girl explained. “It’s a single-use artifact. What’s your general status?”

“I have no strength left at all.”

“That’s how it should be. The nightmoth switches your biological processes. Your energy was focused on dealing with the wound,” Petal patiently clarified. “The damage was extensive. You’ve recovered surprisingly quickly. Mother said it would take you at least a day to be up and about. Fine, it’s probably not right, but seeing as I am in your debt...”

She raised her wrist, and I saw a familiar sight: a flashing Slate. The girl paused, thoughtfully tracing it with her fingers, as if picking the augmented reality icon, and I got a good look of her runic circle.

It was different from the one wielded by the virtual demigoddess in the crypt, for example. That circle seemed huge, luxurious, full of numerous details and symbols, gleaming with azure and dark gold, while the doctor had a humble wood-green ornament with only a few Runes. Admittedly, mine was almost the same.

“Wait, what are you going to do?” I raised my hands, as if to defend myself. Yes, an ordinary human couldn’t see her Slate, but Petal’s gestures were unambiguous enough for anyone to guess her intentions.

“I am Ascendant. I have the Rune of Green Leaf.” Her slender finger traced a branch-shaped glyph on her Slate. “It will return some of your strength to you.”

“No need.” I firmly moved her wrist back. “I’m already fine. Don’t waste your power. There are people who’ll need your Runes more than me.”

Petal in the Wind froze, then nodded indecisively and smiled. She stared at me, and I stared back. We probably looked pretty silly, a guy in his underwear in the scanning circle and a young doctor in a blue coat standing still across each other. When I touched her hand, an invisible spark appeared between us, the emotional chemistry that both us clearly felt.

“I guess you’re right,” she muttered. “Then thank you... Sigurd.”

“Hey, where does all of this come from? The artifacts, the Runes?” I asked, clearing the air. “Is this magic of some kind?”

“They didn’t tell you yet?” She looked surprised. “It’s not magic, more like technology the principles of which we don’t understand. Only not everyone can use it...”

“What do you need to use it?”

“Starblood,” Petal replied. “It’s the source and the key. Without it, you can’t see the Slate, the Runes, or the Attributes, can’t activate the artifacts of Unity. The ancients, the Kel, had a lot of Starblood, but ordinary people don’t. Still, there is a solution...”

She turned the back of her wrist to me, showing the shining silver bead of her Stigmata. Just like the one I had found, it was decorated by a miniature needle running through a circle.

“This is an Ascendant’s Stigmata. It’s implanted in the Temple of Eternity. It allows us to accumulate Starblood and see and use the Slate and Runes. The leaders of freeholds receive them immediately, and others need to earn them by completing Unity’s assignments.”

“The intended purpose of the Eternity-stamped nails is different, but do they know about that?” the voice whispered. “But that’s not what you’re concerned with right now, are you? Do you find this Ascendant interesting? She took a liking to you too.”

I chose to ignore the whisper — that really wasn’t something I needed outside advice on. Sensing my emotions, the voice chuckled mentally and fell silent.

“So, you are—”

“Wait, no, you misunderstand,” Petal said, flustered, “I just got really lucky, it happens too. I was born here, you know. My father became the first Riks, and mother the Flaminica back when the Skyfolk were very few. We lived in another place then, down by the forest. Father trained my brother, and Mother taught me. We were kids when we got the Stigmata...”

An odd story. The procedure of receiving the Stigmata that turned people into Ascendants was still unclear. They were given out for Unity assignments and implanted in the Temple of Eternity, but who decided who became an Ascendant?

“Traditions, customs, and rituals of the younger races of Unity might differ, but the essence is the same: the worthy are chosen by the worthy...”

“The Riks? On my way here, I was told about Vince, who had brought people here,” I said, deep down expecting a not-so-pleasant reply.

“Yes, Vincent Cassidy. My father. So you’ve heard about him?” She beamed. “My Earth name is Adele Cassidy. Petal is my Ascension name, but I like it more... Everyone’s been calling me that since childhood.”

So Petal and Mark were siblings. I can’t say that discovery delighted me. As strongly as I disliked the hypocritical Mark, who might have also caused the previous day’s disaster, I liked his sister: open, smiling, and sweet. Damn...

“It’s pretty and suits you really well,” I said.

“Well, well, well.” A woman’s voice, quiet but deep and suave, interrupted our conversation. “Very interesting. Do we have a smooth talker over here?”

A figure clad in a dark hooded robe of an unusual design with a silver woven girdle on the waist stood at the entrance of the examination room. It was a woman, another Ascendant. Without a single sound, she stepped forward, adjusting her hair and sarcastically curling her lovely full lips.

Flower Whisperer

Ascendant

Affiliation: Earth, Sky Freehold

Title: Flaminica

Rank: silver

“You have a strong silver,” the voice whispered with a touch of surprise. “She’s the freehold’s Flaminica, but she’s not of your blood. Sometimes, an Ascendant’s people exile them, or the Ascendant forsakes their tribe before the face of Unity and joins another. The world must have declined if such things happen...”

Her not being from Earth was obvious at first glance.

She had finely chiseled features, reminding me of the perfection of the demigoddess from the crypt, narrow chin and tall cheekbones, all inhumanly sharp, pointed ears, and blue-green almond-shaped eyes that shone like two gems. Her temples and parts of her forehead and cheeks were covered by thin fine-drawn tattoos that vaguely resembled unfamiliar plants, trees, and flowers intertwined together. They ran down her neck and disappeared under her clothes, probably decorating most of her body.

Despite its size, the tattoo didn’t make her any less attractive: her beauty was sharp, exotic, and slightly frightening, a shade of it reflected in Petal. She was undoubtedly the latter’s mother and thus Mark’s as well. The Flaminica of the freehold, whatever that meant.

“The Flamin or Flaminica is the second head of the freehold,” the voice informed me. “It’s the Ascendant who preserves the wisdom and heals the people. Only those who know many secrets of Unity are granted this Title...”

“This... is Sigurd, mom.” Petal blushed a bit and stepped back. “The one you talked about.”

The daughter seemed to have paled into insignificance in the presence of her mother, and not just because of the latter’s exotic looks. Every word, move, and gesture of Flower Whisperer was saturated with royal dignity, a powerful and overwhelming charisma. I would have paid a lot to learn how she got along with Veronica Maxwell: one freehold might be too small for two strong-willed personalities like them.

“Ah, the boy who brought the noxwolf egg?” She gave me a hard stare, as if weighing me on an invisible scale and evaluating my worth. “Did you really kill it yourself?”

“I did, yes,” I replied.

“Did you take its core?” She spoke Globish with an unusual articulation but clearly knew it as well as her native tongue.

“What?” I was confused.

“The core. Next time, if it ever comes, get its core and take it to me,” the Ascendant repeated, her eyes fixed on me. “Creatures of Starblood have their cores right here.”

She pressed her hand to the middle of her chest.

“All right, will do.”

“You woke up fast, so you must be stronger inside than outside,” she muttered dryly. “Guy died fighting for you, and Minos spent one nightmoth to heal you. I hope you’ll bring enough value to the freehold to make up for that.”

I chose to stay silent, disregarding the unceremonious remark. Apparently, Flower Whisperer considered tactfulness redundant.

“It’s not fault of yours,” she continued, “but things turned out that way, and now you must quickly become one of us to repay your debt to the freehold. Is he healthy, Petal?”

“Yes, I examined him...”

“Then let him go. He can dress and leave. We have a lot of work to do here and even more outside. Or haven’t you talked enough yet?”

Petal cast her eyes downward. She definitely didn’t like what was going on but wasn’t going to start arguing.

She simply walked up to the cabinets, rummaged around for a bit, and laid out in front of me a crumpled heap of bloodied clothes, in which I was surprised to recognize my old jumpsuit, jacket, Vox, and boots. The outerwear didn’t look good, ripped apart by drake talons and then cut off straight from the body. While I was dressing and getting my stuff, Flower Whisperer departed as silently as she had appeared, providing a slight relief. It was hard to feel at ease in the presence of a lady whose spiritual power was great enough to be sensed physically. Honestly, I didn’t envy Petal, if she had to live under her mother’s pressure.

“Look, I really liked hearing you talk,” I said, intentionally tarrying before leaving, “about Ascendants, Runes, the freehold... Maybe when you have free time, we might—”

“I have absolutely no free time!” Petal interrupted me, pointedly snippy, while widening her eyes and pressing a finger to her lips to invoke silence. Then she tapped at her temple, where I saw a Vox circle.

“I see. Thank you for your help.” I gave her an understanding nod.

“Good treeday, Sigurd,” Petal replied with a tired smile.

I met Flower Whisperer again at the exit. Most likely, she had been waiting for me, because she handed me something wrapped in a cloth.

“These are herbs. Give them to Dynamite.”

“All right, I’ll pass them along.” I accepted the bundle.

“And one more thing, Sigurd. My daughter’s Ascension name really suits her because I chose it myself,” she snorted. “But I’d like you to forget Petal and her name. At least until you get your own!”


Chapter 22

I LEFT THE MEDBAY early in the morning, but the freehold’s corridors were already full of people. Most of them were as angry as a hive of agitated wasps. It made sense: Vaals with mass casualties didn’t happen every day. Dynamite wasn’t answering my Vox messages, and the men’s dorm was practically empty — only two men were asleep, none of them from my spear. Presumably, like most able-bodied residents, they were busy combing through the area, finishing off the wounded drakes, and collecting corpses. I had no way to know where to go looking for them. I was also quite worried about Shoo, who had been abandoned in the carrier under the bed almost a day ago, but neither my buddy nor his cage was anywhere in sight. 

“The yurr?” My neighbor yawned as I woke him up. “He was chirping like crazy. They took him somewhere, maybe to the researchers...”

While nobody was bothering me, I had to go deal with that issue — if the local scientists weren’t away, of course. Finding them wasn’t hard: the science block was on the right of the “flower” of the residential modules and occupied an entire “petal,” meaning twelve full-fledged sections.

Bewildered, I stopped before a line of identical numbered autodoors.

I saw a Workshop, Test Room, Physical Chemistry Lab, Biogenetic Research, and even a mysterious A-monitor, but the problem quickly solved itself when a familiar annoyed squealing came from behind the door marked as Bioresources.

The standard compartment inside contained something akin to a miniature zoo combined with a storage depot. To the right and left of me were multi-tier structures made from glass or barred cells of different sizes containing samples of local flora and fauna. It was a real mother lode full of insects, birds, and animals. Elegant long-eared creatures sprightly hopped across the perches, pudgy dodos craned their necks in a hatchery-like device, giant butterflies fluttered about, and lumpy ribbon-like tentacles of some kind of land-dwelling octopodes wiggled in the sand. I even noticed a translucent cylinder with floating jellyfish and something inside a glass cube that resembled a tangled continually twitching ball of thick green algae.

Deep inside the room, almost buried under the layers of bags, plant shelves, and various appliances, loomed a large lab workbench with a holographic panel. A plump red-headed woman was sitting behind it, surrounded by a slightly organized mess.

“I don’t need drakes for dissection!” she snapped, not bothering to look at me. “Do you really need to ask for the fifth time? I don’t! And I don’t know where to take them!”

“Umm... I’m here about something else.” I walked up closer, trying to spot my little buddy among the numerous animals.

“What did you want then? Frankly, I’m swamped in work,” the woman warned, her gaze still fixed on her virtual screen.

“I’m here... for him.” I finally located the ruffled Shoo, who was sitting inside a large glass enclosure with an earthen floor with the expression of an unjustly convicted prisoner. “He’s my pet.”

“Ah, so you’re that Sigurd.” For the first time, the woman looked at me. “You’re new, right? I’m Annie Ree, nice to meet you. I’m the local biologist and zoologist, as well as botanist, geneticist, veterinarian, and many other things. Come in. I think your friend is missing you.”

“I wanted to bring him to you myself yesterday, but the Vaal...”

“Yes, that wretched Vaal!” Annie sighed, standing up from her desk and taking a swig from a huge mug. Going by the smell, it was real Earth coffee. “It was the last thing we needed!”

“Are the reasons for the attack still unknown?” I asked warily.

“Unfortunately, Vaal doesn’t have specific reasons. We link it to the flying spores of Shadowland plants carried by air currents. Of course, such an unexpected mass infection is an extraordinary phenomenon, but regretfully, things like that do happen...” She took another sip of her coffee. “A tragedy, of course. Lots of animals died. And the drakes aren’t at fault, either. In ordinary circumstances, they are very smart and careful creatures...”

She shrugged and smiled sadly, as if apologizing for the maddened beings, and I realized that Annie was one of those people who loved animals more than the members of their own species. I bent over the yurr’s cage, and with a happy whistle, Shoo ran up to the glass barrier, immediately recognizing me.

“Your friend, Sigurd, is a really curious creature,” Annie said, walking up to me and pulling out the key. “We have never come across one like him before. Field yurrs live closer to the Blessing, in the Treefolk domain. Our scouts did bring us photos and videos, of course, but it’s my first time seeing a live yurr. Such a cute little gardener, isn’t he?”

She opened the cage, and Shoo swiftly jumped out, quickly clutching my leg and cheerfully climbing up my shoulder. I gasped, getting a painful bite in my ear, but in the next moment, the yurr whistled apologetically and coiled around my neck like a fur collar. Annie laughed.

“He likes you! He didn’t want to play with me, curious!”

“Well, that’s how it is... Can you tell me more about him?”

“I don’t know much. He is a creature from the vertebrate subphylum, outwardly similar to the rodents of Earth but having nothing to do with them. Apparently, they are viviparous mammals but at the same time have certain characteristics of Prototheria. Undoubtedly, the product of autoevolution.”

“Autoevolution?” I repeated the word.

“Directed, artificial evolution,” the woman patiently explained. “The genome of yurrs and similar creatures was introduced artificially, as if designed and programmed for specific purposes. Those who did that had made incredible achievements in genetic engineering, such achievements that we can’t truly grasp how they were even possible. Nevertheless, this is not the case of a trite genetic modification but of an important component of a complex interconnected biocoenosis consisting of stable species, each of which has a role of its own. Your yurr, for instance, is designed for agricultural works. He’s a perfect gardener hardwired with the inclination to grow the crops needed by people. He and his brethren are undemanding, eat mostly larvae and insects, live and breed in deep branching burrows underneath the plantations, and tend to their fields all year round. And they give the grown crops to people — it’s another genetically programmed imperative. In short, he’s like a small biorobot, Sigurd. Self-replicating and much more efficient than, say, our machinery. And your yurr isn’t the only or the most interesting representative of such beings. Here, have a look...”

She pointed at a large human-sized cylindrical tank with a dozen golden polarias floating inside. When they collided with each other and the walls of the vessel, they sparked, spraying the glass with a translucent mucus that slowly flowed into a funnel-shaped tray. Annie reached under the tank and pulled out a flask almost full of blue slightly glowing substance with golden flecks.

“A gel battery with excellent storage capacity. Can be used as energy supply. We don’t need them yet, we have power cells from Earth, but the natives are actively using this natural and easily renewable source of energy.”

“Wait,” I said, “you’re saying that all local species were created artificially for some purpose?”

“Yes, we think that almost all creatures of Unity are like that. There are, however, those whose role in the biocoenosis remains unclear or was corrupted by an external influence, but I hope that eventually we’ll figure out why they were created. Of course, Unity is immense, and each Circle is, to a certain extent, a closed biosphere with its own characteristics, but even our biomes have so many new species that the study, description, and classification of them will take several generations of Earth-born scientists. And there aren’t enough of us...”

She smiled wearily again and continued.

“I’ll send you an encyclopedia of known species, knock yourself out... And if you ever meet a new, previously unknown animal, please take a few photos, a video, and describe its behavior for our reference book. Or, even better, catch the creature and take it to the freehold, to me.”

I wanted to chuckle but didn’t. Scientists were hopeless — considering how aggressive and large-sized local megafauna was, capture and research seemed far from a trivial task. The local scholars should take care not to get researched themselves — for example, what they tasted like... Still, Annie was the first person I had met to give a logical interpretation of Unity’s weirdness, and I had to take advantage of that.

“Annie, I’ve been told that this isn’t Earth. But the animals and the plants look really similar to ours, and even the... people are a lot like us. I don’t understand how it’s possible!”

“Yes, chromosomal analysis shows that we descend from the same root,” she agreed. “There are many theories why, but none of them have enough evidence. Maybe some creators in the distant past begat life both here and on Earth, maybe the Kel civilization used the genetic material of Earthers, maybe we somehow ended up in the distant past or future or even a parallel universe. We don’t know, Sigurd. But the point stands — it can’t be a coincidence. However, our paths diverged a long time ago, and local sentient and non-sentient species significantly deviate from the Earth ones. Genetic changes and thousands of years of directed evolution have transformed the inhabitants of Unity into completely different beings. Right now, we’re just distant relatives.”

“So it’s an artificial world populated by artificially created animals...” I concluded. “What about the Ygg-Tree, can you tell me anything? I just can’t wrap my mind around this thing even existing!”

“Yes, the Great Trees are a true phenomenon of Unity,” the woman said. “All new arrivals are impressed. I remember disbelieving the reality around me before visiting the moot at the Tree. It has to be felt, Sigurd...”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, the Ygg-Tree is a masterpiece of biotechnology. The living heart of the local biocoenosis. For natives, it’s the holiest of holies. The Tree grows for thousands or maybe tens of thousands of years, maintaining the Circle of Life and not just acting as a wellspring of resources, an artificial sun, and an enormous oxygen factory but also forming a mental symbiosis of sorts with local communities. It feels... amazing, being there. Each Tree radiates a psy-aura, shrouding the nearest settlements in a protective dome. Our freehold is far on the outskirts, and it doesn’t reach here, but closer to the center, anyone can sense the influence of the Tree. It’s a feeling beyond compare, Sigurd! Peace, tranquility, confidence...”

“The Tree taking you under its branches — that’s how the Ascendants called it in the old times,” the voice whispered surreptitiously. “But it wasn’t always like that. The first Sprout was made by She Who Creates to give air and light, to protect Unity. Each Ygg-Tree is the outpost of people in the fight against the Worms and their progeny. The aura of the Trees prevents the creatures of the Dark from stepping into the Circles and destroying all living things...”

“It’s for a reason that the center of the Circle, the area under the Tree’s branches, is called the Blessing: there’s plenty of food there, no crime or aggression, and killing and wars are impossible,” Annie continued in the meantime. “That’s where the Temple of Eternity stands and where every cycle the moot of all people of the Circle is assembled... An island of calm, the blessed lands. The Treefolk even say that the Ygg-Tree is sentient and communes telepathically with their Ascendants. Basically, without the Trees, life here couldn’t exist. They are one of the key aspects of Unity.”

“And what is Unity itself?” I asked. “Nobody could explain it to me...”

“I think Mathias will answer this better than I could. He even created a holographic model,” Annie said with a smile. “A hypothetical one, though. Come visit him. It was a hard night, of course, but he seems to have gotten enough sleep — he dropped by half an hour ago to get coffee. It’s two sections from here, the main lab...”

“All right, ma’am.” I scratched the back of my head while petting my buddy. “But what should I do with the yurr? You can see he wants to be with me...”

“Yes, and that’s odd.” Annie frowned. “I don’t understand how you gained his affection... What’s so special about you, hmm?”

“No idea.”

“I gave him some seeds, wanted to watch him grow them,” she continued, “but he didn’t want to plant anything, just dug a hole in the center. I thought it was a burrow, but it doesn’t look like that...”

I had already spotted a deep hole in the earthen floor of the pen. It looked just like the one Shoo had dug on his island after seeing the Ygg-Tree seed. And then it clicked.

Maybe the yurrs were easy to domesticate, but four days on the island was nowhere enough time to abandon your homestead and become a companion of a stranger. But the seed, considering the animal’s abnormal joy at its discovery — that could be it. Most likely, Shoo wasn’t attached to me: he was just following the owner of the Tree Seed, obsessed with the idea of becoming the first yurr to grow such a marvel. That seemed possible.

“I’d love to study him better,” the biologist continued. “Leave him with me for a few days, and I’ll think about what can be done...”

But the yurr dug his feet in. He had no desire to return to the glass cage, hissing defiantly and grabbing my collar with all four paws. Annie had to give up forcing him back and finally shrugged.

“Fine, take him back at your own risk! I can’t help but feel bad for him... But I’ll give you a real night cage and a carrier backpack if you’re going to bring him outside of the freehold. Hunters use them...”

Aside from the aforementioned items, she gave me detailed recommendations on the animal’s diet and care. The tubular backpack made out of soft plastic — a worn artifact from Earth — turned out to be surprisingly comfortable. I could wear it on my shoulder, allowing Shoo to quickly climb out of it on my neck if need be. That setup suited him, and I felt calmer with him at my side too.

Following Annie’s advice, I dropped by to visit her colleague Mathias. Mark’s guys had mentioned him multiple times on our way to the freehold, and I expected to see a typical scientist, some chubby fellow with a bald head and a driven, slightly mad expression on his face. Imagine my shock when I discovered the lab occupied by a single instantly recognizable person.

Minos.

Swarthy, hook-nosed, in thin golden-framed glass of Earth make and a new blue jumpsuit, he was a marked contrast to the wizard-like Ascendant with an alien rifle and a healing chain, but it was still Minos, even if slightly haggard after a sleepless night.

“Oh, Sigurd?” He raised an eyebrow in surprise, recognizing me. “Have a seat. Have they released you from the medbay already? Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I nodded. “Thanks. Your nightmoth probably saved me.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Your health’s more important,” Minos replied dismissively. “That bronze made a good work of you. We might have not gotten you out in time...”

“Still, thank you. I’ll try to make it up to you,” I chuckled, recalling Flower Whisperer’s words.

“Stop it! You’ve helped us a lot, fought like a pro, even thought it was your first day in the freehold. We need people like you. They posted you with Dynamite, right?” He narrowed his eyes. “Want me to talk to Veronica to transfer you to me? It’s fun with us: expeditions, excavations, artifacts, and the guys liked you. A year or two, and you might get a Stigmata, become an Ascendant...”

“Thanks for the offer, but I should stay with my spear,” I replied firmly, although the invitation was tempting. “I’ve already become friends with the guys, and jumping around is against my principles.”

“Oh, and you’re a Specialist pilot!” Minos let out a whistle, making the distinctive gesture of scrolling down an invisible Vox screen. “Stellar Fleet Academy, I’ll be damned. Been a while since we’ve gotten any. Well, I won’t bother you then, they clearly have their eye on you already... Why did you come here, anyway, to say thanks? No need.”

“No, I’m looking for Mathias.”

“You’ve found him,” he smirked. “I’m Mathias. Mathias Amin, PhD, to be precise. I’m listening.”

“So I’ve been asking around, and nobody can really explain what kind of world Unity is,” I said. “Where did the Tree come from, what is this thing in the sky, and why’s everything so bizarre. They’ve sent me to you for explanations.”

“Ah, I see.” The Ascendant yawned. “So they didn’t tell you yet?!”

“No. It’s like nobody really knows anything.”

“Well, not exactly,” Mathias muttered. “Most who got here are concerned with more, let’s say, pressing issues. Cosmogony and celestial mechanics only worried people at first. We’ve all gotten used to Unity, slightly forgetting what it was like, being a newbie... Less than a dozen people come to my lectures in the mess hall — the other’s just don’t care. After all, we can’t change anything, and theories aren’t worth a cent.”

“But you’ll tell me?”

“Of course. Do you want some coffee? Real one, from Earth? It’s been a long time since we’ve got some, it only arrived yesterday. Must be from your reserves,” he chuckled. “Trave cleaned you out, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, something like that,” I replied, nodding. “I won’t say no to coffee.”

I received a metal glass (definitely from a Colonist Kit) with a steaming fragrant drink and saw the holographic panel on Minos’ desk bloom with a three-dimensional projection. It hovered between us, slowly spinning: a giant spherical structure made out of multiple adjacent polygons.


Chapter 23

“ACCORDING TO THE CAPTAIN’S MESSAGE, our ark was supposed to recolonize Earth,” the Ascendant said. “But the place where we ended up isn’t Earth. What is this world, then? The honest answer is that we don’t know. Everything you’re going to see is just a theoretical extrapolation based on our astronomical observations, scout reports, and local legends.” 

The hologram zoomed in, demonstrating a complex fractal image made out of its hexagonal components. Passing through the multilayered cake of the “crust,” we found ourselves in the hollow middle of the strange globe. At last, I realized its scale as dotted lines of radiuses appeared inside the sphere, the blue needle of the pulsar lighting up its center. Holy smoke, was it really...

“Based on our assumptions, we are on the inside of a colossal astroengineering structure,” Minos calmly confirmed. “Its diameter is approximately two and a half astronomical units: in the Solar System, the border of the shell would pass between the orbits of Earth and Mars, in the so-called habitable zone. An interesting coincidence, considering that there’s no Sun, right? We also surmise that this structure is close to spherical in shape, hypothetically making it an advanced model of the so-called Dyson sphere. Are you familiar with that notion, Sigurd?”

The term that I had been trying to recall in such anguish — its meaning finally bubbled to the surface. Yes, the Dyson sphere, Dyson swarm, Dyson bubble, a megastructure built around a star! I had suspected something like that because of the abnormal refraction of the endless horizon and the stories of other Earthers: an artificial world similar to the Ring World. But a structure of that scale was simply inconceivable! Who, and most importantly, why had built something like that?

“Yes, I am,” I said, coughing. “A theoretical concept of a shell built around a star to maximize the collection of energy. Proposed in the middle of the twentieth century, I believe... Requires an exorbitant amount of resources, considered unfeasible and most importantly pointless in practice.”

“Nice to meet a well-educated young man.” Minos leaned back in his chair, folded his hands behind his head, and gave me a sarcastic grin. “Yes, this is exactly the truth. The most unrealistic type of the Dyson sphere, a solid shell encapsulating the star. This is Unity, a world containing millions of worlds. We are inside an object created using technologies impossible to imagine even in our wildest fantasies.”

He switched the hologram, and models of the Solar System’s planets appeared inside the spectral globe. God, even the giant Jupiter seemed like a tiny speck inside the gargantuan enclosure!

“This is just for comparison. The estimated area of the inner surface is hundreds of millions of times larger than the area of the old Earth. A jaw-dropping scale, right, Sigurd? In all likelihood, all planets of the local star system were used as its construction materials — in any case, we haven’t found any. As you correctly observed, in the old theories, Dyson spheres were intended only to collect energy required for the further development of a type-two civilization. The creators of Unity took it a step further. It was designed as an amalgamation of huge inhabitable zones potentially populated by trillions of sentient creatures. Some of them don’t look like us at all, while other do, although not much, but many are genetically close to humans. We are parallel or even related species: despite some differences in our DNA chains and sets of chromosomes, it is possible to interbreed and have viable offspring with most native people. Another important part of Unity are the Circles and the Ygg-Trees supporting them...”

I held my breath and a miniature glowing dot the size of a pinhead popped up atop the holographic sphere. And then, thousands of such dots blanketed its inner surface like a cluster of stars. The hologram abruptly zoomed back in, and I saw that each dot formed a glowing circle centered around a stylized phantom tree. They started blinking, lighting up and fading away, like a giant illumination, and it looked just like a fast-motion demonstration of what happened on the local sky at night.

“The so-called Ygg-Trees are one of the phenomena of Unity. We theorize them to be giant quasi-flora constructed with bioengineering and Starblood that create illuminated Circles: inhabitable areas sustaining plant and animal life. All Circles are different: their diameter depends on the age of their Ygg-Trees. The older it is, the larger its range and, consequently, the inhabitable space. For example, the diameter of our Circle is about three thousand miles. On Earth, it would have covered a large part of Eurasia Major. However, as you understand, our Circle isn’t the only one. There are tens of thousands of others, larger and smaller, and that’s just within the area we can observe. They are separated by the radial strips of Shadowlands, followed by the Darklands, where climatic and biological conditions may be lethal to humans. The locals call them simply the Shadow and the Dark. The Dark may stretch for thousands, even tens of thousands of miles, often presenting an insurmountable barrier. Those are colossal distances incomparable with anything on Earth. That’s why all Circles are different, often considerably. At the moment, we can’t say what’s going on and who lives there, as our expeditions have visited only two adjacent Circles.”

“Are they... also inhabited? And their people, are they also savages?” I asked greedily.

“Don’t call them that, Sigurd,” Minos admonished me softly. “First, we’ve only explored a microscopic part of Unity, and second, the natives even surpass us in certain aspects — their development is just based on other principles. Yes, in our Circle and the adjacent ones the locals are mostly at the stage of Stone, Bronze, and Iron Age, but the data received from Colony Alpha allows us to confidently assert that Unity does have advanced societies that significantly outclass ours in technology! Plus, we have to understand that the locals have no use for progress as they’ve inherited something that replaces most Earth technologies: Starblood.”

“Have you found out what it is? And who created Unity in the first place?”

“Starblood...” the Ascendant said thoughtfully. “Native beliefs ascribe the creation of Unity to a people they call the Kel. According to the legend, in ancient times, one of their seven exalted protector deities, He Who Crafts, sacrificed himself, imbuing Unity with Starblood... No, Sigurd, we haven’t found out what it is. We only know that it’s an energy substance with an incredibly flexible code. We know that it possesses A-based nature and, let’s put it that way, was compressed by its creators into adaptive containers with varying “codes,” functions, and capacity: Drops, Slates, Runes, Attribute, and so on. Unfortunately, to dig deeper, we need rare experts on A-type energy, which were worth their weight in gold even back on Earth, let alone here... I mean, what do you know about A-energy?”

“Almost nothing,” I confessed. “But I’ve seen an A-type indicator on the bracelet.”

“Yes, they installed them for everyone,” Minos confirmed. “On Earth, they were afraid of a global catastrophe connected to that energy type. Regrettably, everything that we know about it can be summed up in two paragraphs of theory. But the Creators of Unity, the Kel, on top of genetic and astroengineering research, also mastered A-technologies to an incredible extent. Starblood is used in most of their artifacts and permeates Unity’s entire biosphere.”

“What about those Kel, do you know anything specific? Where did they go? Or are they still here?”

“So many questions!” Minos smiled, raising his arms in a joke. “Let’s slow down. The Kel are a type two civilization on the Kardashev scale, that is to say, capable of all energy of their star. We assume them to be a wise and ancient race vastly older than humanity. Going by the preserved images, they were anthropomorphic and looked quite similar to us but progressed much further on the evolutionary scale, forming a completely new and highly advanced biological species. According to certain data, the Kel were long-lived, almost immortal, creatures possessing numerous advantages over the majority of various sentient races inhabiting Unity. The traces left by them imply that their civilization wasn’t technological as we understand it but rather biotechnical, actively using genetic engineering together with A-energy. The natives think that it was the Kel who populated Unity with animals and people but don’t link themselves to them, seeing them as a supreme, almost divine, race. Perhaps this is true, and Unity itself is some kind of a grand experiment by the Kel to produce and breed many parallel intelligent species. After all, in theory, a Dyson sphere can contain the population of an entire galaxy! Unfortunately, we don’t know if this experiment still continues or failed. The Unity testing ground might have been abandoned to the whims of fate thousands of years ago. We don’t even know what exactly happened to the Kel. Local legends say that they left for Eternity after a series of devastating wars that the natives call the Sundering. Incidentally, it doesn’t mean that they died, even if the tribals often use Eternity as a metaphor for the afterlife. But Eternity is a different subject that will probably interest only the Ascendants... In short, we’ve found lots of traces and artifacts of the Kel with seemingly magic-like properties, although it’s simply a technology we can’t comprehend. One of them, by the way, saved your life yesterday. Pardon, I guess I’ve talked too long, my throat’s dry...”

Minos took a big sip of his coffee. As I had already noticed, he was pretty accustomed to giving lectures and even seemed to enjoy it.

“I still don’t understand,” I confessed. “If Unity’s so big, and the Circles are infinite, why do colonists keep falling in the same place? Is Helga hovering in one spot somewhere above our Circle?”

“Helga...” He created and zoomed in on a glowing dot that turned out to be a hologram of a giant many-decked colony ship.

The giant silver loop of the Ring World suddenly flashed in my memory, the long fangs of its mooring sections and the half-arcs of its booster modules — and two massive arks towering above me like ancient ocean liners. Lines of spacefaring flywings stretching out toward them, equipment loaded into the open ports, crowds of people moving through the transparent cylinders of tunnels... I was there, looking down on all of that, and the splendor of that sight took my breath away.

“You’re mistaken if you think that Earthers fall only here,” Minos meanwhile continued. “We have data confirming that capsules drop into other Circles as well. Our freehold isn’t the only human settlement. For example, Colony Alpha is the largest one known to us and the most advanced. It’s located so far from here that reaching it takes more than a year. However, you’re right about something else: the ark really is drifting above a rather narrow region of Unity, following the emergency protocol and dumping batches of capsules with colonists and equipment for the last twenty-seven years. Alas, Helga’s trajectory is unpredictable, the attempt to establish a connection with the vessel and the crew failed, and getting aboard and figuring out what’s going on there is currently impossible. Down the road, it’s our main goal: after gaining control over Project Cosmo’s resources, we could finally solve the mysteries of Kel artifacts and build a society like the Earth one. Now, however, we’re reduced to hunting capsules, treating every single bit of Earth resources as miracles, and completing missions given out by Watchers of Unity just to survive...”

“I was told of the Watchers, but I still don’t get it. Who or what are they?”

“Yes, the Watchers... It’s important, as they are absolutely real and have a major effect on our life.” Minos altered the hologram, and a slew of dots appeared on the inside of the Unity globe above the rings of light. They were linked together by a barely visible grid, forming an incredibly complex geometric pattern.

“Unity, as you can see, is an enormous, artificially constructed, and very complex world. Aside from the technical aspects — heat, light, atmosphere, shell integrity, the Circles’ biocoenosis — there are many factors supporting its operation that we can’t even imagine. It’s an extremely stable and self-maintaining model, but it couldn’t have survived hundreds of thousands of cycles independently. You see, we suspect that the functioning of Unity’s sophisticated systems is facilitated by something like our cogitor, but its computing power is on an entirely different level. Most likely, it’s not a single entity but a distributed network of interconnected alpha minds, each of which controls its own sector, regulating processes and ensuring that biological processes are sustained within a given range. If necessary, they contact the owners of Starblood via an unknown network, giving them assignments and commending or punishing them. There is a certain algorithm for interaction with the social structures of sentient beings, which we now must obey simply to stay alive. There are no other options, as the Watchers possess capabilities truly beyond compare. To the natives, they are a part of the world around them, something akin to omnipotent gods who personify indomitable elements. As for us, we haven’t yet learned what they really are. But they’re definitely not human and definitely not omnipotent — or they wouldn’t need our help. Maybe each Circle has a Watcher of its own. Maybe they are responsible after several at once. We don’t know.”

“Do you know where this Watcher is?” I asked. “And another question: the sun. What is that blue thing in the sky? A pulsar?”

“Now that’s a good and very important question, Sigurd,” Minos slowly said. “And for an answer to it, I would’ve given my soul and more. Look...”

The blue needle in the center of the projection grew closer, revealing a familiar crossed circle. It expanded, transforming into a sprawling disk of boiling blue plasma slowly rotating around something that most closely resembled a perfectly smooth sphere of impenetrable darkness. So, it was an accretion disk after all?

“The natives believe that inside of it lies Eternity — the local version of the afterlife, heaven and hell at the same time. Via astronomical observations, we’ve discovered that it’s an accretion disk orbiting a black hole that ostensibly appeared after the collapse of the local star. Consisting of dust, gas, and plasma heated to millions of degrees, it’s the most powerful source of energy in the known universe and also the main heater of Unity.”

“Please wait,” I interrupted him, unable to wrap my head around his story, “how is this possible? It’s not the Sun or an ordinary star. Its radiation should have killed every living thing, and s black star’s gravitational field is so powerful that—”

“You don’t say,” Minos said with a dry smirk. “Look...”

The plasma disk engulfing the hole in space suddenly trembled and started to change. Under the influence of invisible forces, streams of scalding plasma and gas particles coiled, taking on an orderly shape and transforming into something very familiar... a Rune! Or an intricate symbol in the same style as the glyphs on the Ascendants’ Slates.

“Seasons don’t change here, but the local calendar involves shifting minor and full cycles,” Minos shared. “Greater and lesser skywheel, as the locals call this calendar. During this event, the black hole releases relativistic jets, causing the accretion disk to change its shape and briefly forming the Rune under which Unity will live for the next cycle. This is followed by certain climatic, event-triggered, or physiological changes. On top of that, for a short time, you’re able to see this...”

The black hole flashed like a mirror, and a structure that I struggle to describe emerged from the distorted space around it. A crown of silver metal woven from multiple oddly-shaped rings? A space station of a civilization so ahead of my own that its astroengineered creations had become works of art? It encased the black hole like an openwork frame around a rare diamond and, for all its grandeur, seemed incredibly elegant. A masterpiece of space architecture. In its contours, I recognized the elusive style of the same hand that had built the city from my vision, forged the futuristic armor of the demigods, and drew the glyphs for the Ascendants’ Slates...

I couldn’t understand: had that thing come out of the accretion disk, like from a portal to another dimension, or had it always been there, simply invisible among the streams of blue plasma? But how could it even exist there?

“God almighty, WHAT IS IT?”

“This is what the natives call the Skythrone,” Minos replied, “and inside it lies Eternity. The underworld, the heaven and hell where the souls of Ascendants travel after their death. This is the main artifact left behind by the Kel, aside from Unity itself. A massive construction around the black hole with an unknown purpose. Presumably, it absorbs energy and controls the accretion disk’s luminosity, emission, and radiation. How it’s possible inside a black hole’s horizon and within the accretion’s temperature zone is unknown. Most likely, some trick with the space-time continuum: it’s not for nothing that this structure is invisible most of the time. But it does exist and is still in operation. According to our theory, it’s the so-called “stellar engine” created with Starblood. It absorbs a tremendous amount of energy and might be a planetary-scale computer. As you can see, for beings capable of building something like that, controlling the shape of an accretion disk is cakewalk. We also think that this thing — Eternity, the Skythrone, whatever you call it — is the main control center of Unity and regulates all of its processes with the Watchers’ assistance.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“And so, this universe consists of two parts: a small structure, the “brain” that absorbs the energy of the accretion disk, and a big, let’s say, “body,” a Dyson sphere containing thousands of inhabited Circles under the Watchers’ control,” Minos added, going in for the kill. “Eternity and Unity, Sigurd. This is the world here.”

“So many strange words to say something so simple,” the voice in my head spoke up. “This Ascendant is like a blind man who touched a goliath’s truck in the dark and thinks it’s a tygrex’s tail! He wasn’t even close to the truth. But I saw your skyship, heard what matters, and finally realized who you are and where you came from...”

For a second, he fell silent and then finished with a triumphant clear tone.

“Welcome home, Kel!”
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