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The president of Eyan, Danna Apron, who had risen to power less than a year ago, was youngish and had recently gone blonde. She tapped her fingers on the moderately large oak table in front of her. She certainly did not like the proposal made by her deputy science director sitting across from her. Frankly, it was outrageous. Unfortunately, the only alternative was even worse.


Anilie Borment waited without so much as a flicker of emotion for the decision of the woman who had bloodlessly ousted the previous leader responsible for leading them into war. A quarter of the Earth’s population—three hundred million men and tens of millions of women and children—had died in twenty years. Breaking a few laws wouldn’t matter if it ensured peace and prevented an even more destructive conflict with Derkada, the losing side of the war.


— Li?


— If we want a peaceful planet, we cannot allow warmongers to remain, Eyan’s science director supported the idea proposed by her closest subordinate.


— Ethically and morally speaking, the plan you just heard is horrific. On the other hand, we have not found another way to achieve our goal.


— What do you think of their idea, Kretz?


— Aggressive men always find a way to rise to the top, or at least close to it. Either as politicians or criminals.


— So?


— I support their proposal. I spent eighteen years on the front lines. Nearly everyone from our neighborhood called to war either died or was seriously injured. I have nightmares every time I manage to fall asleep. I don’t want future generations to experience what we did.


— You do realize you’re taking a personal risk?


— Of course. I lost my family, so I’m not particularly afraid of being one of the targets. And even if I were, I see no reason to back away from the plan.


— Have you made preliminary calculations? Apron inquired of the other women, touching Herman Kretz’s wrist comfortingly.


— Two years for development and at least a few months for vaccination.


— The first part is an estimate, Li pointed out.


— We cannot know exactly how long it will take to develop the method and ensure its success. However, Anilie’s estimate is the best we could come up with. We have the equipment and qualified staff. We’ve studied similar matters before. Still, it’s a new method, and we must thoroughly examine the results before proceeding to the next phase.


— I see a major flaw in your plan, Herman Kretz silenced the pair.


— We won the war, Anilie. The Derkadans definitely don’t trust us. Definitely not enough to allow us to inject this vaccine into their men. Ouch. I just realized another problem in your plan.


— What?


— If your method works on those past puberty, it will have to be repeated many times. First as the current children grow up, then again for several generations just to be sure. The Derkadans will undoubtedly want to know the vaccine’s effects. They’ll closely monitor the health of those vaccinated and conduct every test they can think of. Some vaccines will undoubtedly end up in a top-secret laboratory for analysis. The results might spark another war against us.


— I assume you have a solution ready?


— Of course. Gas. Some kind of artificial virus or a suitably chosen host, like the flu virus, would be the perfect solution. We wouldn’t need to inform the Derkadan leadership about it. The spreading of this virus across our traditional enemy's territory could be managed with aircraft monitoring their army. In the cities, it would be replaced by cars.


— What about the hermits and others living far from civilization?


— They are a problem, Cie, Kretz admitted.


— I would guess many of them are part of the target group, so they must be infected.


— Flu viruses are highly contagious, right?


— Yes, the science director answered the interior minister’s question.


— In that case, you’ll need to calculate a sufficient amount for the entire Derkadan territory. Same goes for our own.


— What about the sea and its islands? Anilie cursed aloud, realizing they had forgotten them in their calculations.


— No area can be left virus-free. One unchecked man might mean the failure of our efforts. Though that may take generations.


— Exceptions cannot be allowed, Li reminded her closest subordinate.


— Either we do it properly, or we forget the whole thing. Danna?


— Are you sure there is no other way?


— Herman’s idea is a subtle method, the science director shrugged her bare shoulders.


— We don’t need riots once the population realizes our unauthorized genetic modification. We also don’t want a new war with Derkada.


With a bit of luck, no one will connect the surprising and seemingly random deaths of the men to each other, or at least won’t come up with a reason for them.


— At some point, people will start questioning the excessive male mortality.


— True, Herman. As the science director, I can delay the research and possibly steer it in the wrong direction. Even in the worst case, we shouldn’t have a chance of getting caught.


— Can the two of you do the whole job alone?


— Yes, Li reassured the president who had asked the question.


— The work would be done faster with a larger team, but that would also multiply the chances of a leak.


— There’s no room for that. Where will you draw the line?


— The normal testosterone level for men is 10 — 38 nanomoles per liter, Li explained to Apron.


— The upper limit we’ve tentatively planned is 75%, or 28.5.


— Isn’t that quite low?


— Tens of millions of targets, the science director confirmed.


— Quite a number.


— Much fewer than three hundred million, Anilie, Kretz pointed out.


— The number of men to be treated compared to that is quite reasonable.


— Scientifically speaking, we are tinkering with the foundations of evolution, Danna Apron mused aloud, unsure whether to grant permission for the morally questionable operation.


— It’s more about guiding it onto the right path.


— Could you elaborate?


— Evolution has made us like this, Li tried to put her thoughts into words.


— In the past, aggression often meant improving the survival chances of an individual or a small group. Due to our technological advancement, what was once a good trait has become a threat to the survival of our entire species. We have to do something, unless we want to end up as one species on the endless list of extinct ones.


— What if we separated the violent men from the general population?


— And what would we do to them, Anilie? Take them to some remote island and leave them to die there? They must not be allowed to reproduce until we have genetically modified their testosterone levels to be lower. Even if their offspring aren't the same kind of assholes as their fathers, they would still carry the undesirable genetic combination that causes this behavior. Everything could go well for many generations, but eventually, some descendant’s risk would materialize.


— I know. Why do I still feel like we’re playing God?


— Can we really fail worse? Kretz scoffed contemptuously.


— Three hundred million dead because of a group of idiots claiming their belief is the only true one. If some supernatural being really existed, you'd think they'd care for their believers and do something to prevent their unnecessary deaths.


— Like appearing to more than one? Performing at least one miracle witnessed by millions?


— Either would do, Cie Li scoffed.


— I think God should be good and do good things, so He wouldn't be the Devil. If He does nothing, He either has no power, which undermines His divinity, or He doesn’t care about His believers, which makes you wonder why anyone should worship Him.


— If He doesn’t save them in this life, why should we expect Him to take care of them in paradise?


— Exactly, Herman.


— Go to seminary school, both of you, Borment chuckled, recalling the duo’s previous theological disputes.


— Then when I see one supernatural being, Kretz promised flippantly.


— Until then, I’ll stick to the guidance of my own morals.


— What tells you to participate in the handling of millions of people's inheritance?


— To save millions, if not billions, in the future, Cie. Twenty years ago, I would’ve refused to even think about it.


— I doubt any of us would have planned something like this back then, Anilie Borment shook her head.


— So none of you oppose the testosterone level restriction?


— We planned it with Anilie, Li reminded the hesitant Danna.


— We wouldn’t have even introduced it unless we were ready to carry it out.


— You do realize that if this leaks to the public, you’ll be executed and face trial?


— Of course. But we won’t reveal your involvement.


— Even if it would lower your sentences?


— What difference does it make if the punishment is five hundred years or four hundred? We’ll never walk free if we get caught. With a bit of luck, we’ll be executed. As long as you haven’t been caught, you might still have a chance to carry out the plan later.


— If we succeed, I could go down in history, Anilie dreamed.


— By revealing your involvement in the testosterone regulation of men?


— That would be the surest way.


— Someone who lost their husband or child would murder you, Kretz pointed out.


— Oops. Maybe I’ll just settle for gloating to myself.


— That’s for the best. I don’t think you’d live more than a month if your tricks were exposed. Except in maximum security prison, where you wouldn’t see any other prisoners. No guards either, now that I think about it. Both guards and prisoners would have friends and family they’ve lost.


— You’re the president, Danna, Li turned her gaze to Apron.


— You have to make a decision.


— I know. If I allow the plan to start, can you halt it at any time?


— Yes. However, it will take some time to destroy the evidence.


— If you later want us to continue our research, Borment continued, it will take us some time to get back to the same point. Not as long as the first time, though.


— How are you going to cover up your actions from your subordinates?


— By doing the work on our free time, Li retorted. They had discussed the matter with Anilie, and neither had come up with a way to advance the plan during regular working hours without attracting their subordinates' interest.


— So, you’ll really work long hours for two years? the skeptical president inquired.


— Both of us have plenty of unused vacation time. We can work from home as well. It won’t attract as much attention as living in the laboratory.


— You’re both single, Apron pointed out.


— How do you plan to continue meeting with your friends while handling both your main and side jobs?


— Neither of us is particularly social, Li laughed.


— Our acquaintances are used to us being hard to reach. Besides, we can always say that we’re busy with work.


— You’re really busy, though. Does anyone have any further objections?


— We must keep our army’s leader ignorant of our plan, Kretz said confidently.


— That fool will definitely not watch idly as we weaken our armed forces.


— Revolution?


— We are civilians. If he wants to stage a coup, we can’t stop him, Danna. Of course, it’s another matter how long he can keep control of the country when the people are almost in the streets.


— That may not happen for quite some time, Li noted.


— People are tired of war, and peace, no matter whose reign it’s under, is a relief to them. Eventually, they’ll start questioning the legitimacy of military rule, but by then, Perval will have solidified his position.


— So, in other words, we have to continue as before, without raising his suspicions?


— You’re the president. His superior. You can’t be too agreeable with Perval, or he’ll smell an opportunity. Argue with him over small things, just like you’ve been doing, Li advised Apron.


— Keep him on a short leash, but don’t humiliate him. Give in occasionally, especially on trivial matters. Avoid giving him power bit by bit. Always set a deadline for the validity of any concessions you make.


— Don’t give him reason to suspect that we’re planning something for his downfall. When speaking about him publicly, slip in phrases that indicate you appreciate his efforts both in war and especially in times of peace, Borment continued as Li took a breath.


— If our plan works, and Perval isn’t one of the casualties, we’ll need him to stabilize the country during the epidemic.


— Epidemic?


— That’s how it looks to the public.


— Can the virus mutate? So that it becomes a danger to women as well?


— They mutate all the time, Herman, the science director reminded Kretz.


— It doesn’t matter. The virus we’ve chosen is just a carrier; it won’t affect the gas.


— I hope you’re right, Cie. I really don’t want to be the subject of genetic modification, Apron smiled wryly.
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The twenty-year war had set their knowledge back at least twice as much, except for weapon technology, Cie Li grumbled discontentedly as she watched the pile of equipment Anilie and she had bought from different parts of the city over the past few weeks. The heap had to be transported from the storage cabin to Ani’s home. After that, they would begin assembling and testing the entire system.


In theory, this junk pile was all they needed, apart from their own computers, to carry out their plan. The home version they would build in Anilie’s guest room wouldn’t be able to compete with fully equipped laboratories. However, they were studying a very specific issue and could make use of the research already conducted in the field. For the computationally heavy parts, they could use the high-performance machines at their workplace. Their home machines could handle it too, but much slower.


Maybe it was better not to use the supercomputers after all, the head of research mused. Their subordinates would wonder about the processes and check their purpose out of curiosity. She could probably explain it away, but the workers would remember it if authorities ever asked them about it.


Secrecy, Li reminded herself. They mustn’t get caught for their genetic research. They were saving humanity. Few would understand their reasoning, and even fewer would dare say it out loud. No one would defend them.


Two years might be an optimistic estimate. Or pessimistic. After the war ended, a couple of ragtag groups had begun research related to their mission. So it was possible that their work would be useful. In the best case, it would save a significant amount of time.


Blaming the male sex for the ongoing wars was, at least in some ways, an exaggeration. It was true, however, that almost always, the leaders of both sides and the highest members of government during armed conflicts had been men.


A drop in the highest quartile of testosterone levels would, according to their estimates, reduce the probability of violent conflict, a large one, to twenty percent. Unfortunately, beyond that, the curve fell slowly.


— What are you thinking about?


Li glanced at her closest subordinate, who had entered with boxes folded up, and shared her thoughts.


— That’s why we came to that number, Anilie Borment smiled and set her items on the table. After folding one box together, she handed it over to Cie.


— Is this enough? The heavier equipment has its own protective cabinets.


Li placed the boxes down and nodded after assessing how many of their necessary items they could fit inside.


— Your neighbors must be wondering about the load.


— So what? As long as I don’t cause them disturbance or danger, they can’t ask the housing authority to inspect my apartment. And even if they did, none of them have the necessary expertise to figure out the reason behind these acquisitions. Besides, I can always say I’m working from home.


— You do work from home?


— Occasionally. In theory, I could collect my salary without ever leaving my apartment.


— Same here. You pack from this end, and I’ll start from the other side, Li instructed her friend.


— Just don’t break anything. I really don’t want to go around looking for replacement equipment at all sorts of secondhand markets again.


The pile of boxes, filled with items, seemed disturbingly large to the head of research, especially with the protective cabinets that had already been set up. According to the original plan, the items were supposed to be transported in one of their small vehicles, but such a pile wouldn’t fit into a personal car.


After weighing the options, Li called a popular rental service to reserve a trailer and set off to pick it up. In the meantime, Anilie would move the items, at least the lighter ones, outside to speed up the loading. After that, they would drive to Ani’s place.


Reversing the trailer wasn’t Li’s favorite task, and it took her a decent amount of time to maneuver it into position in front of the designated entrance.


— It’s not too crooked, Borment, who had opened the door, replied to Li’s thoughts about trying again, preventing any further attempts by getting out of the car.


— We can get past it from both sides. We were supposed to deliver the load as discreetly as possible. Back-and-forth fiddling is bound to attract attention.


After several trips, Li parked her car by the street and returned to her subordinate, who had opened the boxes and protective cabinets.


— Could you help a bit? If we move these bigger contraptions first, we won’t trip over the smaller ones.


— You’re planning to put everything on the floor? the amused Cie Li asked while helping Anilie move a rather heavy device to the spot she wanted. After finding space for the other two identical devices in the guest room, the duo arranged the lighter equipment in appropriate places.


— I’m still thinking about the arrangement, Borment pondered. In principle, all the equipment is available, but some of it probably needs to be moved to ensure easy passage and cleaning paths.


Reaching should be avoided. The electrical cables need to reach the sockets or splitters.


— Have fun. I’ll have time to return the trailer today if I leave now.


— Go ahead. I’ll clean off the junk and test them one by one before connecting them to each other.


— What if someone asks where we were?


— We went to check out a new car for you. The sky-blue one you’ve actually been admiring. You haven’t made a decision to buy it yet, but you wanted to hear my opinion on it.


— And what was your opinion?


— Cautiously positive. If anyone saw us with the tarp trailer, we were taking some flower soil to the cabin.


The attendant who received the trailer checked its condition carefully before detaching it from Li’s car and pushing it into the designated space. The head of research waved her hand at the man who was placing wedges in front and behind the trailer’s wheels before leaving.


According to the secretary, she had a couple of short meetings today, Li sighed the next morning as she leaned back in her office chair. Tomorrow would be a worse day. Perval would come asking about new developments in the weaponry sector once again. The man probably still didn’t understand that the war was over.


— Eyan’s army Commander couldn’t be stupid, Li corrected her opinion of Perval. On the other hand, his main and actually only interest was in weapons that could slaughter as many enemies at once as possible. Understandable, in a way.


Kail Perval was a bomb ready to explode. If he learned about their genetic modification plans, the man would certainly raise a ruckus. Possibly, the Commander would decide to take matters into his own hands and become an absolute ruler. Unfortunately, the man might do that without any excuse at all.


The Commander was slightly shorter than the average height for men, muscular, and likely a subject of genetic modification. It would be interesting to know how this might change. That would require, Li pondered, conducting psychological tests now and later.


Perval was not fond of such nonsense and would certainly refuse to do them.


After entertaining thoughts about ways to trick the Commander into taking the tests, Li gave up. Some things simply wouldn't happen, no matter how much time and hope one invested in them.


The first meeting would start in less than an hour. The head of science glanced over the notes related to the matter. Their research program was just getting off the ground after the war, and she would have to decide how to allocate their meager funding. During the meeting, she would discuss matters with the experts and listen to their conflicting opinions.


If there were a hundred units proposed for funding and she had less than ten to distribute, she had no chance of pleasing everyone.


Since every researcher considered their own field the most important, the one who sat on top of the mountain of funds—meaning herself—would surely face harsh criticism.


The second meeting of the day concerned agricultural investments, and in that one, she would mostly be a listener, offering scientific alternatives for increasing crop yields. Whether they would listen to her was uncertain. If any group of people was stubborn, it was farmers, and if they decided to disregard her advice, there was nothing she could do about it.


— Ten minutes.


The secretary's warning brought Li back to the present. The genetic modification program would have to wait. The head of science knew that she could spare ten or, at most, twenty hours of her time each week for it. Most of that could be done from home, but occasionally, she would need to visit Anilie.


With five minutes left before the meeting began, Cie Li stood up and left her room. It would take her two minutes to walk to the meeting location. If past patterns held true, half of the participants would be waiting in the hallway, and the rest would show up at least a minute before the start. No one would enter the room early. The punctuality typical of Eyan, both at its best and worst.


At least by the time the meeting was a quarter past, Cie Li longed for the relaxed, peaceful meetings that had been held before the war—or, in fact, well into its onset. Meetings where each participant calmly awaited their turn to express their opinion on the topic at hand, and where the language used was, if not overly polite, at least reasonably clean.


At some point, the meetings had devolved from polite discussions into a shouting match and a contest of insults. Looking pained, Li recalled her earlier prediction about receiving harsh criticism. It was, of course, nice to be proven right, but in this case, the head of science would have preferred to be wrong.


— What are you doing?


Li snapped out of her thoughts and turned her gaze to the person who had asked the question.


— Playing tic-tac-toe.


— What are those squares and triangles?


— Just adding some difficulty to the game.


— There's no way to get five in a row, is there?


— No. And I have no hope of making a decision that satisfies all of you, Li smiled, crumpled the paper, and tossed it toward the trash can in the corner. A moment later, she stood up and moved the game piece that had landed on the floor into the correct position.


Once the experts had stopped their pointless shouting, Li first thanked them for presenting different options and then criticized their manner of presentation. After the embarrassed gentlemen left, Cie Li turned her gaze to her notepad to seek help from her scribblings, only to recall that she had thrown it into the trash a little earlier.


Even the straightened-up scrap only offered wrinkles and an unfinished game. The random numbers were of no use. Especially when the texts potentially associated with them were on separate lines. Some numbers also seemed to be missing, so pairing them with scientific trends was also reduced to guessing.


Maximized benefit with a minimum stake. That was what she had to aim for, Li encouraged herself. Later, they would have the resources to invest in less profitable ventures. But that time was not now.


Her practical approach to distributing the funds at least brought some results. Li added up the numbers she had sketched on the paper and, to her surprise, arrived at a sum fairly close to what could be distributed. A few million would even remain as extra. She decided to settle the fate of that money in her study. When she had time.


— Wouldn’t it have been better to keep the door closed?


— I don’t think the racket reached all the way here?


— It might be easier to list the people in this building who didn’t get to enjoy the benefits of the meeting, the secretary held back her laughter.


— Or more precisely, I could extend the area to this neighborhood.


The subordinate was exaggerating. Li was almost certain of it.


But it wasn’t entirely certain. Maybe she should ask the guards by the main door about it when she passed by.


The head of research continued her journey from the secretary’s office to her study. The minimalist room was decorated with a couple of quite large paintings depicting dinosaurs and three flowers. The former were in good condition and, in Li’s opinion, beautiful. The plants, on the other hand, the head of research coughed in embarrassment, either needed more or less water. Compost would also be a good option, especially for the largest of them.


Apparently, the plants didn’t like her, Li concluded reluctantly.


She had followed the instructions she had been given, felt the dampness of the soil, and given nutrients to the cursed green trash. Still, they dared to wilt within a couple of days after returning from the gardener’s rescue camp. The woman, however, described it with different words, but in any case, the purpose was to give the suffering plants time to recover from the caretaker’s attention.


Maybe she should take care of something that didn’t need watering or, in fact, even her presence. Like trees. Not that either. Too difficult. A cactus? Meadow flowers? Seaweed?


Li practically glowed as she realized her true calling. Her nurturing instinct would be best fulfilled in the care of a stone garden.


No watering. No nutrients. No concern for the amount of light. No talking. No pest control. No turning the weeds in the pots. No cleaning shoes of the plants stuck under them.
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Kail Perval's invitation to meet him a few months later had surprised Cie Li. The head of science was not particularly fond of the man and had hesitated for a long time before agreeing. The army Commander had never shown any interest in meeting her outside of mandatory meetings, and it was precisely this fact that tipped the scales in favor of agreeing to the meeting.


The appearance of the military vehicle, equipped with twin cannons and six wheels, at the front door of Li's workplace sparked both excitement and frustration in those who had to step aside to make room. The camouflaged vehicle practically exuded danger.


During the war, it had certainly saved dozens, hundreds, or even thousands of soldiers who had been targeted by enemy attacks or gunfire. It still represented bloodshed. Peace was becoming familiar, and any reminder of the prolonged war was met with mixed feelings.


The cab of the truck-like machine was quite high. Climbing into it using the specially designed footholds took Li, not accustomed to such climbing methods, a considerable amount of time.


— You could have climbed up the ladder.


— They were in the wrong place, the science director wondered, staring at the driver who had opened his mouth.


— Didn’t you notice the latches and hinges?


— No?


— By opening the latch on the left, the ladder swings right on its hinges. The latch at the top locks it in place. There are similar levers at the top and bottom.


— Ah. I’ll know for next time. Why are there two different ways to climb in?


— Actually, there’s also a hatch in the roof. The cover between the front seats on the floor is an emergency route in case the other access points are blocked, for example, if this thing flips onto its side or the only operable doors are on under enemy fire. The door behind you leads to the back of this vehicle, from which there are several exits. Or entrances.


Fifty kilometers later, the driver stopped next to a military-painted off-roader, clearly much larger than the other vehicles on the road. As Li hesitated to get down from the high vehicle, the driver pulled a lever next to the passenger seat and turned the seat, complete with cargo, toward the open door.


— Unbuckle your seatbelt.


Growing more nervous by the second, Cie Li followed the command and tried to gather her courage to turn around for disembarking.


— Grab the handle on the left side of the seat with your left hand.


On the right side, there’s a lever with a red button. Press the button while pulling the handle.


Li didn’t know what she had expected, but it certainly wasn’t the seat’s base turning into a steep slide that nearly reached the ground. The person waiting at the bottom, responsible for the next leg of the transport, tactfully looked away as Li, utterly shocked, tried to collect the remains of her self-respect.


— Where are we going?


— Fifteen kilometers to the mining area. Or actually, it’s a military area with mines inside.


— So, you’re testing your new weapons underground?


— No, the driver corrected Li’s mistake.


— Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to talk about it, so you’ll have to ask higher officers for more information.


— You’ve already given me some information.


— What I said is easily found in public land use records. The existing military area expanded into the previously excavated mines a few years ago.


— Why?


— Additional space improves the safety of live-fire exercises. If there are other reasons for acquiring this area, I’m not aware of them.


The man didn’t offer any more details. Li stopped her futile attempts and focused on the scenery. The old mining road was clearly well-maintained. It was wide enough to withstand the heavy military vehicles. The first checkpoint was right at the military area’s border, the second halfway, and the third at the continuation of the fence surrounding the military training area.


— I wouldn’t recommend trying to cross the barrier anywhere farther from the road, the driver guessed Li’s thoughts.


— Close to it and at least five kilometers away, there are quite a few optical and electronic sensors, motion detectors, and flying surveillance drones on random routes. Ground traps become lethal near the fence, triggered by warnings from farther away. Military patrols frequently search for uninvited guests.


— That was public information too?


— Only blind, deaf-mute people could miss the thousands of warning signs equipped with lights and sounds spread along the borders of the area. They extend all the way to the fence.


— So if someone intentionally bypasses them, they’re playing with their life?


— Yes. The sensors direct patrolling soldiers to the intruder, but they can’t do anything if the intruder has triggered one of the traps. So far, no one has made it to the lethal ones.


Fortunately, Li thought. If someone really did manage to lose their life due to their own stupidity, it would cause quite a stir. The military would certainly not take the blame for the incident. Some of the press would try to sensationalize it for more readers. The authorities would naturally conduct their own investigation into the death, which, as far as Li could deduce, would not find anyone guilty of the idiot’s death but the idiot themselves.


— How many people trying to enter the area have been caught?


Cie couldn’t help but ask.


— Six this year, the driver surprised the science director.


— One guy twice, though. The second time, he got quite a hefty fine.


His excuse for getting lost in the same carefully marked area didn’t hold up in court.


— Maybe he learned.


— Unlikely. I’d bet a small wager he’ll get caught a third time in a couple of months. This guy has spent a considerable amount of money on various camouflage and surveillance-detection technologies. Although the devices work, commercially available ones can’t compare to military-grade tech. Besides, the suspicion of any surveillance gadget’s location being discovered leads to its relocation.


— If I had that guy’s equipment, how quickly could I reach the fence? That is, if I found every trap and didn’t get caught otherwise?


— Weeks. As I said, civilian equipment isn’t as good as ours. You’d have to inspect practically every square inch of land, water, and trees and watch out for flying radar drones. Many of our systems only reveal themselves after prolonged observation. Personally, I don’t think you’d succeed.


— What about someone more skilled?


— The soldiers here, myself included, get one chance a month to try to breach the surveillance network at a spot of our choosing. We have three days to do it. When we take part, we’re transported to a starting point outside the observation perimeter. From there, we walk to the side and begin our attempt. So far, no one has even made it within two kilometers of the fence.


— What’s your record?


— 2.2 kilometers. Then I made the mistake of choosing a lower depression, and after traveling a bit, I found myself staring down the barrel of an assault rifle. The next time I tried the same route, except for the last fifty meters.


— And in the meantime, they moved the alarm sensors?


— I didn’t even get a hundred meters, the man laughed at the embarrassing memory.


— Since then, I’ve always managed at least a kilometer. Actually, I’ve ranked fairly well in the Mole Competition. In avoiding sensors, that is.


— What’s the story behind that name?


— A man, now a captain here, rented a land-rising device and tried to dig a tunnel just below the surface. He figured he could get past the surface sensors that way. Unfortunately, the surveillance system also includes countless devices that measure ground vibrations. A few of those triangulated his location, and one officer at the time decided to have some fun with the guy playing mole by sending a squad to set up steel plates about two meters deep along his chosen route. When the guy hit one of those, he changed direction, only to bump into another one of the same type. Eventually, he was surrounded by those plates. The man knew he’d been caught, but he still managed to survive underground for a full day. Without the time limit on his attempt, he would have probably stayed there for a week. When he surfaced, he found himself in a fairly stylishly decorated, though floorless, prefab house, and in direct communication with the internal military broadcast system.


Cie Li tried very hard not to burst out laughing but failed. The idea of a man hiding underground for days was simply too amusing.


— How fast could that captain move underground?


— Between the underbrush and the surface, about a thirty meters per hour on average. The device allows for a bit more distance, but it can’t penetrate thick tree roots. Larger rocks and rocky areas must be avoided.


— He must have had some sort of navigation system?


— Several. Of course, he had studied the terrain much earlier and planned his route accordingly.


— How did he look when he came up to the surface?


— Unusually dirty. Then again, that’s not surprising after over two days of crawling underground. That’s why the event is now known as the Mole Competition.


After the two got out of the vehicle, their identification was checked again. Li rolled her eyes when one of the soldiers who had stopped them used an automatic ID scanner. A few seconds later, the woman nodded to the others, took a couple of steps back, and gestured for the science leader and her companion to continue their way.


The driver pointed to a parking lot about a hundred meters away and walked there without a word. Li watched her companion for a moment, shook her head without seeing Kail Perval, and hurried to catch up with the man.


— I thought we were already here? Li wondered, getting into a different vehicle again. This time it seemed to be some sort of hybrid between a hovercraft and a tracked vehicle.


— Seven kilometers still.


— Aha. What’s this contraption?


— Amphibious personnel carrier. It moves both on land and in water.


The appearance is admittedly rather ugly, but the device is very functional.


— I’ve never seen such a combination of movement types before.


— The hovercraft allows for quick crossings of bodies of water. The tracks are meant for uneven terrain where hovercrafts can’t operate, such as forests, rubble, and just generally tricky paths. The tracks also help with heavier loads and towing. The latter usually means heavy weapons and their ammunition, or sometimes both.


— Water cannon?


— It's the kind of weapon that can be hauled over long distances with this vehicle, the driver admitted.


— That type of weapon, as you probably know, fires rapid bursts, moves at a maximum speed of at least a hundred meters on the surface in the direction selected or indicated by the crew leader, and then submerges.


— The water hides the vehicle?


— Yes. Once it submerges, the vehicle shifts a bit away from its original position. The crew has, of course, the option to deploy a quickly spread dye and decoy targets adjustable to different depths.


Despite its flaws, this type of cannon station was one of our most effective weapons against Derkada.


— How long can it stay underwater continuously?


— In principle, indefinitely. It extracts oxygen from the water and cleans the air. However, the three-person crew could only stay for a few days in the cramped space. Some rare individuals lasted up to a week, but normally even one day under the surface exceeded their tolerance threshold.


— What’s the record?


— Three weeks, two days, nine hours and forty-three minutes.


— Didn’t you just say that one day was too much for most?


— Normally, yes. In this case, the enemy managed to damage the position so badly that it sank.


— And the crew got trapped? The science leader managed to ask from behind the hand that flew up to her mouth.


— They were deep in Derkada’s territory, disrupting our enemy’s supply lines. Before we captured the target of our large-scale assault, we had no way of rescuing them. As soon as the area was secured, the diver crew sent to retrieve their bodies reported hearing regular metallic clanging from the station. After confirming the situation, a rescue operation was launched, bringing the badly damaged cannon station back to the surface. After transferring it to land, the crew was freed from the wreckage. After a quick examination, they were sent to the nearest hospital for treatment. None of them had serious physical injuries, but all suffered greatly mentally.


— I don’t wonder. How did they survive underwater?


— As I said, the station can support life functions for a very long time. As far as that goes, they were fine. Each crew member had access to food liquid tubes. The biggest problem was knowing they had sunk to the bottom of that lake and being unable to escape after the rescue capsules broke. The available movement space was very limited. The station’s toilet had stopped working due to enemy hits, and, as you can probably imagine, no one can hold it for three weeks. The stench from the open station was reportedly awful to those who were there.


— Did they recover? The crew of the sunken station, I mean?


— After long-term mental health treatment, yes. However, each of them was banned from serving in cramped conditions for the rest of their lives. Everyone was offered a pension, but none of them accepted it. Still, the driver scratched his chin thoughtfully, without knowledge of the poison pill in each of their tasks and the soothing medicine from the station’s medical kit, at least one of the trapped would have gone completely mad, according to the doctors I’ve heard from.


— So they used medication to keep the panic away?


— Those calming pills were the only item that had almost completely disappeared from the medical kit. I’m not surprised, though. I would probably have bitten or swallowed a poison pill long before the station sank to the bottom.
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Cie Li saw the army Commander from a distance. The man in camouflage, standing alone near the ruined tank, was inspecting the exceptionally wide, harrow-like track and bent down to examine it more closely.


— These are designed for swamp terrain, Kail Perval replied to the question of the arriving science program leader.


— Normal tracks won’t work in such terrain. Every one of those salvos locks five standard pieces and extensions together. Before advancing in the boggy terrain, the tank crew will take additional surface-expanding parts from the equipment box, stick as many as they can in place, lock the salvos, and drive half a track’s turn forward to install the remaining spikes.


— And these prevent the steel beast from sinking into the mud?


— Yes. The situation is somewhat similar to the heel of women’s shoes or the sole of sneakers. More surface area means less pressure, which in this case translates to less sinking in soft terrain. Do you want to try it?


— The tank? Me? Li stared with wide eyes at the man who had made the surprising offer.


— Why not? Driving it is no more complicated than driving a car.


The field of vision is narrower, but hitting small trees won’t require repairs.


— I understand those are quite noisy? Li, unsure, asked.


— Only outwardly. The cabin is well soundproofed. In fact, even the firing of the main gun gets muffled into a faint rumble.


— Will the shooter go deaf?


— Not quite, a rare smile appeared on Perval’s face.


— Hearing protection is mandatory, but even without it, shooting is possible. Even civilian ear doctors would agree.


The noncommissioned officer pointing to the army Commander listened to a brief command, disappeared inside the tank, returned a moment later, exchanged a few words with Perval, and then disappeared somewhere.


— Shall we go?


— Where to?


— To the tank, of course. You heard that woman’s words. It has fuel, and it’s ready to use. Driving it is really not difficult, Perval urged, seeing Li hesitating.


— The controls are the same as in a car. It even has automatic steering. If it’s on, you can’t crash into trees, large rocks, people, or animals bigger than a cat.


Inside, the tank was surprisingly spacious. Even a single crew member could operate it, but normally the crew consisted of the driver, gunner, and commander. Ammunition loading, both for the main gun and other weapons, was automated, though manual loading was also possible.


The deep, though muffled, rumbling after starting surprised Li, despite Perval’s assurances. The noise outside made their ears ring.


Inside, the noise level was a fraction of that. To avoid seeing Perval’s self-satisfied expression, Li focused on the tank’s dashboard.


— Speed, RPM, gear, slopes, oil, and the tank. Don’t bother with the rest of it. And, actually, don’t bother with all of these either.


— At what point does this thing flip over?


— You mean if you drive sideways on a slope? In theory, tipping over is impossible because the tracks slide long before the weight pressure shifts enough. Besides, few people dare to drive that sideways.


— Have you tried it?


— Of course. Fifty-seven degrees was my limit. Though, it was a training slope, not some forest cliff, so my achievement paints an overly positive picture of my abilities.


Li believed, after a few tries, that neither a small nor slightly larger ditch would damage or jam the tank. The wreck rumbled through the bushes without slowing down, tilted forward and backward as it crossed a wide ditch, and moved at quite a good pace on the flat terrain.


The chief scientist stopped the tank at Perval’s request, on the edge of a large square, and listened to the man’s exchange on the radio.


— You’re not really going to make me shoot this, are you?


— The range is clear. Our tank is full of ammo. Why not?


After a brief argument, Li gave in and allowed Perval to show her how the sight worked. She would first test the tank's machine gun and then try the cannon.


The distant disturbance of a bank behind a cardboard target gave Li some indication of the machine gun's accuracy and power.


The second attempt sent a burst into the background again.


— Pretty good. The crosshair wasn’t quite right when you opened fire, and that’s why the burst was slightly off to the side at the beginning.


— You were right about the soundproofing. Ear protection is unnecessary.


— Don’t forget, we’re shooting now, Perval pointed out.


— If we were the target, that burst would make our ears ring.


— And the cannon?


— Shoot at the same target and imagine being in its place.


— How long are you going to be here? Perval asked, as Li froze, staring with her mouth open at the spot where the cannon shell had exploded, covered in smoke, with rocks still falling.


— The whole day. I didn’t know how long my visit would last, so my secretary cleared my calendar. You didn’t invite me here because of this piece of junk, did you?


— No. Drive north for three kilometers. The road will come up. Follow it until you reach the gate. Once you park this beast somewhere on the right side, we’ll walk past the guard.


At some point, Cie Li actually began to enjoy the tank’s engine power and surprisingly smooth ride. The parking didn’t line up exactly with the road, but the chief scientist didn’t mind. There were no other vehicles nearby. Fiddling around would have been pointless.


The guards at the gate glanced briefly at the Commander marching by and much longer at his companion. However, the pair didn’t try to stop them or point their weapons at them.


Even if Li hadn’t known the area was a military zone, it would have been easy to guess from the vehicles scattered around. Soldiers in camouflage outfits were seen practicing, some on obstacle courses, others in small groups.


Perval’s target was clearly an opening at the foot of the mountain. The hole, about six meters high and the same wide, was quite a sight. It was most likely one of the many valuable ore mines in the area that had been emptied and transferred into military hands.


— Actually, we no longer have much use for these kinds of tunnels. If the war had continued, this would have made a decently good shelter, though it would have required digging new entrances and storage spaces, Perval remarked to his guest, who had guessed the former mine's purpose.


— Behind that door is the reason I called you here.


Cie Li stared at the giant machine with rubber tracks and slowly walked around it. The roughly four-meter-high work machine was a sort of cylinder. The round hole at the back was about two meters in diameter. Tracks were visible at the bottom, sides, and top of the tunnel-like structure.


However, it was the front that caught the chief scientist's attention. The massive, tooth-filled cone-like part was surrounded by a slightly smaller ring farther back.


— It's a mining robot. The rotating part at the tip drills into the rock, and the stones and smaller fragments end up in the ring you mentioned, from which they are transported through a tunnel inside the device to the newly dug tunnel floor or to the industrial-grade ore cart it pulls behind.


— How fast does it go through solid rock?


— Right now, about five meters a day. It’s a prototype, so we focus more on ensuring its functionality than its top speed. Theoretical speed is one meter per hour.


— I’ve never seen anything like it, Li admitted, placing her hand on the cold metal of the machine.


— I’d be surprised if you had. This is the only one.


— Are you planning to build some kind of defensive structures?


— Yes. With these, we can improve our border fortifications. Or at least the rocky parts.


— And how does this relate to me?


— You’ve always wanted to claim caves suitable for research purposes from the military, Cie. We, on the other hand, want to keep the best ones for ourselves. Now you have the opportunity to dig the facilities you want into the bedrock wherever you wish.


— In exchange for what?


— We’d like you to consider supporting the maintenance of the military’s budget at a reasonable level. I mean reasonable, not wartime, Perval raised his hand to block Li’s incoming objection.


— I know the economy of Eyan can’t sustain the same level of military investment in the long term as it has in recent years. The Derkadan threat has been defeated, but not permanently. If they want revenge in twenty years, they’ll consider again, especially if we clearly have superior weapons.


Perval was surely right about that, Li thought to herself. No sane person would attack if the opponent was clearly stronger. On the other hand, it was also true that military power wasn’t everything. A strong economy meant a strong army and a satisfied population.


— Have you ever thought about staging a coup to free yourself from the burden of civilians? the chief scientist blurted out the nagging question before he could close his mouth.


— I could have done that long ago, Perval chuckled, obviously amused by the doubt.


— As Eyan’s highest military leader, shooting the entire political circus during the war would have been just a hand gesture away.


— Thank you.


— For not carrying out the thought, or because you fear I’ll count you among those clowns?


— Both.


— I’m completely satisfied with my current position, Perval reassured her.


— And as for you, I chose you and no one else to see the rock drill we’ve developed. Believe me, I went through every person in a position of any importance.


— Is that so? I wonder what in me drew your attention?


— For example, that not many people in positions of power are able to see the potential in this contraption, the army Commander brushed his hand across the drill's side, offering the possibilities.


Mining operations. Armory bunkers. Research laboratories. High-altitude tunnels for automobiles and railways. Civil defense shelters.


Emergency routes between cities.


— If Derkada attacks a settlement and besieges it, can help be sent from underground?


— Through the tunnel, additional troops and ammunition can be delivered to the location. The wounded and civilians can be moved to safety without the enemy noticing. However, if the city is lost, the tunnel can be easily collapsed along its entire length if necessary.


— How many of these devices are we talking about? Li asked, her curiosity about the listed uses evident.


— At least hundreds. Maybe thousands. The problem is keeping them hidden from the enemy. If their spies report our tunneling, the Derkadians will develop their own versions. This, in turn, means that since their military and political leaders are always better protected, they won’t have to worry about their own health when attacking their citizens.


— Hiding thousands of these from their intelligence doesn’t seem possible?


— No chance. It’s just a matter of time.


— What about this device? Has the information about it spread?


— Probably not. As I said earlier, there are no others like it yet.


We’ve tried to minimize possible leaks. I can’t offer any guarantees, though. You might want to ask our intelligence service’s director for his opinion on the matter.


— No thanks, Li shuddered in disgust.


— That man is as cold as a fish. I prefer to communicate with him in writing.


— He certainly makes an unpleasant impression.


— Shaking his hand feels like touching something raw. The man also sweats constantly and doesn’t look anyone in the eye for longer than a fleeting moment.


— That’s enough for him.


— It is for everyone else too. It’s like staring at a snake.


— I feel the same way about that guy, Perval admitted.


— He’s competent in his work, though.


— I know. That’s the only reason I ever have to deal with that creep.


— I don’t think your avoidance bothers him. I have the impression that the guy actually wants everyone to stay away from him.


— Isn’t he married? Li recalled.


— What kind of woman could stay with such a man?


— A snake charmer?
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Eyan's science director, Cie Li, closed the report she had glanced at and barely managed to refrain from tossing it into the trash. Complete nonsense. Gross exaggeration. She knew the actual level of the research, and it was light-years behind the account she had just read.


She would apparently need to develop some sort of automated punishment system to curb the nonsense from researchers seeking extra funding. Besides, those damn written works took up her time, and they could also sometimes misappropriate extra funding from a more deserving group or individual.


A team of some kind, to review both overly optimistic achievements and random ones, Li decided after some thought. The first would limit researchers' misguided creativity, and the second would keep those who only slightly exaggerated on their toes.


Li fixed her gaze on the last report she had left and found most interesting. The dream of humankind reaching space would be realized in ten years. Rocket tests had already been conducted during the war. The first five of them had ended in various catastrophes, each for different reasons.


The next one had been a success. The module at the top of the sixth rocket had risen from the atmosphere into space and then, following its programming, turned back into the atmosphere to be mostly destroyed. The remaining parts had struck the Atlantic Ocean and disappeared forever beneath the surface.


The seventh rocket would launch in a couple of weeks. If it, too, reached space without issue, the eighth and ninth rockets would carry test animals, intended to land alive. The tenth flight would carry humans.


The eighteenth rocket's destination would be the moon. Many considered the trip impossible, though it no longer was. Well, it hadn’t been possible just a dozen years earlier. The combination of space and weapon technology, however, had quickly provided the researchers with opportunities they hadn't even known existed.


The moon. The nearest celestial body. The first step in conquering space. A barren and uninhabitable satellite. Yet, they had to go there.


Someday, the moon would have millions of inhabitants. It would serve as a staging point, with at least docks, industries, and research stations. Cities would be mostly embedded beneath the moon's surface to protect from radiation. Food would either be grown in large greenhouses or cultivated in some kind of isolated animal enclosures. Perhaps future humans would eat insects bred for the purpose or some kind of lab-grown meat instead of cows and other farm animals.


A capsule. A stasis chamber. If humanity ever wanted to leave their solar system, they would need a life support system for the long journey between planets. The alternative would be a generation ship.


A colossal self-sustaining unit where a select crew would spend an entire generation or more of their lives in space.


Hell no. It would be horrible to be born on such a vessel, knowing you would never step foot on any planet. The same fate for children and grandchildren. Possibly for many other generations. It would only take a metal fatigue in the wrong place, a bit of bad luck, mental illness, or a psychotic break, and the ship could become a drifting graveyard in space.


Fuel was another issue. If it ran out, the crew would watch either the destination slips past them or they would crash into it.


Would the engines last for hundreds or thousands of years? Could the ship's biosystem endure?


Someone else might choose differently, but Li would prefer traveling from one solar system to another in stasis. She would either sleep through the journey or hope to fade into oblivion and not wake up.


In some cases, the latter option might be better. In fact, in many. The idea of being stuck in a malfunctioning stasis chamber was at the top of Li’s nightmare list, alongside a fire and a few other equally unpleasant ways to meet the end of life.


After reading the report, Cie Li knew that the journey to the moon would come sooner than most expected. The causes of most rocket failures had been identified and confirmed. At some point, they would have to make the final choice between parachutes for a landing back on Earth or a gliding model.


Li pondered the differences between the methods. Both seemed safe to her. Or as safe as returning from space could be with their current technology. Parachutes were easier to automate. They didn’t require a pilot, unlike the glider module. If the journey took decades, the gliding method might be the better option due to the material degradation of the parachutes. Except that the pilot's skills would also deteriorate.


The ship itself would likely not remain in perfect condition either, Li continued her thoughts. In that respect, a parachute might be better. Not a broken one, though. For a short journey, the return method didn’t matter. For a long journey, the only option would be gliding or the possibility of making new parachutes.


Cie Li had a new idea. What if they sent a message to future generations? The module would be sent on a journey lasting thousands of years, returning to Earth's orbit at a chosen time. By then, humanity would have evolved so much that future humans would have no problem retrieving the craft for study.


What should be put in the jar? Objects from the present and the past, samples of language, a description of the technological state, pictures, and greetings? Probably something like that. However, the real problem was the preservation of the materials. Stones and ceramic objects would definitely last until the return. The text written on glass would do the same. The vast amount of information, equivalent to half a library, posed a much more serious problem.


No current data storage method used in information processing could withstand thousands of years of cold and radiation. The only option that came to Li’s mind was a vague memory of laser-engraved micro-depressions made in glass cubes from various angles and at different depths, depicting miniature ones and zeros, along with even shallower indentations. These would need to be read with a special device, but instructions could be provided via glass engraving or some other method.


After glancing at the information provided by her computer, Li knew she had remembered that the quiet search for the four individuals to be sent into space was progressing well. A group of experts had been gathering statements about the suitability of the candidates for this mission, without their knowledge.


Currently, there were nearly a thousand men and women on the list. At least as many would be sought before the official public call.


This would likely result in a massive number of applications. There probably wouldn't be many serious candidates for space, but there was always a chance of finding a gem in the sandpit.


At this point, the criteria for the candidates were quite broad.


Once the technical experts and psychologists had debated enough, they would provide a detailed list to the decision-makers, who would then be able to examine the preliminary candidates' traits more closely.


Those who applied themselves would, of course, be eager to go to space. Some of those involved in the quiet search would almost certainly be found among the applicants for the public call. Others, however, wouldn't be eager to leave the atmosphere. The best of the latter group would be reminded of the opportunity to make history, in the hope of changing their minds.


In any case, twelve of the best candidates who wanted to go to space would be selected for the first round of training. Anyone who met the academic requirements would be sent to space several times, and the best among them would be given the opportunity to fly to the Moon.


Damn Kail Perval, Li turned her thoughts to the army Commander. The man created an impression of being both trustworthy and untrustworthy at the same time. His request to support keeping the army’s funding at a reasonable level while Eyan recovered from the war seemed completely reasonable from a military perspective.


However, Lin still found it hard to trust Perval. Something in the man—or more precisely, in his gaze—made Li approach the Commander with caution.


The drill or whatever it was that Perval had shown them during their meeting had been an impressive sight. That contraption, with its rotating front cutter, could genuinely revolutionize tunnel digging. No more explosives and the risk of misfiring. One man could accomplish more in a single day than ten others had in a week before.


Laboratories carved into the rock would be needed. They couldn’t be spied on optically, and no one could break into them.


Security measures would be easy to plan. The only thing that concerned Li was, in her view, the single exit. If it were to become blocked, it would mean those in the laboratories would be trapped.


In theory, the giant drill could reopen the path. On the other hand, the tunnel could collapse again at any time. In other words, it would be best to make semi-circular supports while digging. The floor would, of course, need to be flat, with wires, pipes, and other necessary things running beneath it.


Since the drill created a round tunnel, the excess material had to be removed using another method. Li decided to remind Perval about this. The milling idea could certainly be adapted to create a smooth wall and floor by shortening and reducing the drill and turning it sideways.


Railway and road tunnels had already been built. However, they were short. The super drill would give them the opportunity to tunnel through an entire mountain range. This, Li guessed the army Commander's thoughts, offered the chance to puncture tunnels into enemy territory for a surprise attack.


The reaction of the Derkadian forces to the crushing of entire frontlines was, of course, predictable. Eventually, nearly all the mountains would be filled with tunnels going in various directions, and fierce small arms battles would rage deep inside the rock. Victories and defeats wouldn't matter much. The retreating side would collapse the lost tunnel section and continue digging in the opposite direction.


According to spies, the Derkadians had had rocket launchers during the war. Not the short-range missiles carrying a few kilograms of explosives, but rather destruction-bringing messengers capable of flying up to a thousand kilometers with reasonable precision. They were never used before surrendering, which, of course, didn't trouble the Eyan soldiers much.


The second superpower wasn't as far behind in weapon technology as many in the government and armed forces had hoped.


Since the Derkadians knew how to build reasonably large missiles, they would eventually manage to assemble rockets for space travel.


However, the race to the Moon had already been won by the Eyan forces.


Perval had denied wanting all the power for himself. Li wanted to believe the man. Still, something nagged at her—the thought that Perval had somehow delayed his rise to tyranny for some reason.


However, the science leader couldn't present any real evidence for his feelings. Maybe she was just imagining things.


The idea of having the intelligence service investigate Perval's actions tempted Li. Unfortunately, the man surely had supporters within, so any attempt to recruit someone—or some people—to spy on the Commander would likely be discovered by him quickly.


Kail was like an onion, Li sighed. Every time something was uncovered, more layers were found beneath it. It was as if the man had multiple personalities. Sometimes he was thoughtful. The next day, he was as cold as fish, trampling over everything with indifference. Today's kindness would be nothing but a memory by tomorrow.


Perhaps her analysis of Perval was wrong, the science leader chuckled, shaking her head. Such behavior would surely have been noticed during annual health checks. Of course, those were conducted by the army’s psychologists, who Perval certainly had influence over. Not enough, though, to make them breach their oath and allow a mad leader to pass through the tests.


In any case, the Eyan army Commander, after the unexpected death of his predecessor, had proven his capabilities in battle. The long-standing balance between the two opposing nations had shifted within a year, after various daring operations, into a situation where most of the losses were on the Derkadan side, and the retreat of their forces had steadily increased.


Eventually, the high priest who had started the war admitted defeat and took his own life by shooting six clips of a submachine gun into his back. To prevent doctors from healing him, he had blown up two grenades in his lap, activated the nearest tank, and jumped under its tracks.


Li doubted the truth of the story she had heard, but their doctors had identified the partially eaten remains of the remains. DNA tests confirmed that it was the deranged man who had led Derkadan into the war—or the scraps the scavengers had no use for.


Eyan’s wild celebrations marking the end of the war had spread in a more restrained manner to Derkada as well. Eyan had suffered during the skirmish. As the defeated party, their enemies were in even worse shape. It wasn’t much of a surprise that the hated leader wasn’t remembered fondly in either country.


Of the 300 million war casualties, most came from Derkada.


The nation’s new leaders declared a month of mourning for the fallen and made plans for the much-needed reconstruction. However, they hardly made any attempt to contain the destruction of the theocracy that had cruelly ruled for centuries. Not that it would have helped much. The crowds freed from the grip of the priesthood rose in revenge, and attempting to stop them would have meant a civil war.


Diplomatic relations between the two countries were restored to nearly pre-war levels. Naturally, both sides viewed the other's ambassadors and personnel with suspicion after previous espionage experiences. However, this didn't prevent the slow and necessary development of cooperation between the two countries.
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Anilie Borment gazed at her toes just a few centimeters below the water's surface, then shifted her focus to the fish inspecting them. A barely perceptible nibble amused her, and she didn’t bother lifting her feet out of the lake because of such tiny creatures.


Tired of the midday heat, the assistant research director stood up from the rock, took off her shirt, and walked a few steps to the edge of a sudden drop-off. She leaned forward slowly and, after swimming about ten meters, glanced to both sides, turned, and began her usual two-kilometer swim.


For Anilie, it didn’t really matter which direction she chose. To the left, at a reasonable distance, lay a small island; to the right, a peninsula. Swimming just past the island made the distances nearly identical. At the moment, the wind came from the right, meaning the outward journey would be against the waves, while the return trip would be significantly easier.


After a few early missteps, Anilie’s outbound swims were always tougher than the return. If she’d learned anything, it was at least that, the assistant research director thought with a smile, gauging the remaining distance before continuing her steady, relentless strokes.


Near the turning point, Borment glanced toward the shore until she spotted a large boulder obscuring the lower trunk of a tall tree farther away. After swimming another twenty meters, she stopped, treaded water for a moment, and began her return trip.


Borment relished swimming with the wind at her back. Calm weather would, of course, have been even better, but moving in the same direction as the waves didn’t force her to time her breaths as carefully as on the outbound leg, when opening her mouth at the wrong moment might result in an unpleasant gulp of water.


Her final 200-meter sprint ended as her fingers brushed the bottom. Once she stopped, Borment let her feet settle on the sandy lakebed, stood up, and wiped her forehead dry with her hand. Wading ashore, she grabbed a towel from the grass and draped it over her shoulders without bothering to dry herself further.


Once the sun and wind had dried the last traces of water from Anilie’s skin, she donned the airy shirt and loose trousers she had removed earlier. Back inside the cottage she’d bought from her parents, the assistant research director stopped by the refrigerator before settling into an ancient but still remarkably comfortable armchair.


The genetic modification project aimed at curbing excessive male aggression was ahead of schedule. Still, it was far from finished and wouldn’t be for a long time. Countless tests on animals— and without—were still required. At least airborne transmission had already been confirmed. In that respect, practical results, based on animal trials, had even surpassed theoretical expectations.


Were they doing the right thing? From the perspective of individual rights, no. Yet those had to yield to the benefit of the many.


Legally, however, the issue wasn’t always so clear-cut. If one person wanted to keep their money while many wished to take it, the latter had no legal grounds to do so. An individual couldn’t act in ways harmful to many.


Anilie Borment had yet to encounter a situation where justification couldn’t be found for two or more opposing sides. Take murder and euthanasia, for example. As concepts, they were clear to everyone, but the law occasionally interpreted events in ways that seemed odd compared to general moral perceptions.


She herself regarded forced care for an incurable and suffering patient as legalized torture. If nothing could be done, the patient was in pain, and they wished to die, why couldn’t their request to end their life be honored? Who benefited from keeping them alive pointlessly? If a doctor’s purpose was to heal and prevent inhumane suffering, how did needlessly prolonging life achieve either?


Many doctors justified their reluctance toward euthanasia by arguing that a cure for the patient’s specific illness might be discovered the following week. The reasoning was valid in theory; breakthroughs were constantly being made. However, the journey from a theoretical discovery to a viable treatment was long, and the suffering patient had often been dead for years before the cure reached the market.


After finishing a book she’d left half-read for who knew how long, Borment activated the cottage’s yard irrigation system. Mostly fixed rotating sprinklers drew water from the nearby lake, but certain areas, like potted plants scattered across the yard and along the house walls, required watering with movable equipment.


The mosquito net surrounding the heated hot tub located between the separate sauna building and the cottage awaited inspection, Anilie reminded herself. She also needed to check the prices of the transparent material for the protective covering she’d ordered as an extra. Both methods would keep the annoying buzzers at bay, but the latter would retain heat. In other words, even though building a permanent canopy might be costly, it would allow her to extend the hot tub season year-round without enduring the chill between leaving the water and reaching the indoors during winter.


The dual sauna equipped with solar panels and batteries was the pride of the cottage’s owner. She used both the modern electric sauna heater and the traditional wood-burning one. Her mother, in particular, had been skeptical about the innovation and had only agreed to test it in the end, due to much persuasion.


After the fourth time, her mother had declared that she didn’t hate the electric sauna heater equipped with a humidity enhancer.


However, the tradition-respecting mother had refused to meet her daughter halfway any further. That statement alone had been quite the concession, so Anilie saw no reason to press her further.


The gene modifier. According to all tests, the latest version was close to final. However, there were still some risks that couldn’t be tolerated in a product affecting human health.


One problematic issue was the amount of testosterone required to trigger the gene modifier’s function. Currently, the range was far too wide. For some test animals, their creation worked as intended.


For others, those exceeding the target level experienced no effects.


Conversely, in some cases where the target was not met, genetic modification began.


Although the margin of error wasn’t massive, it still needed to be eliminated as much as possible. A perfect result wasn’t achievable. Li and Borment had discussed acceptable results and concluded that a five percent deviation from the target value was sufficient. It was more than they had hoped for, but they understood that perfect precision was impossible. Each tenth of a unit exceeding the target would be increasingly challenging to improve. There was no sense wasting time on such meticulous adjustments when the same outcome could be achieved more easily by lowering the selected testosterone threshold.


As far as Borment understood, everything was proceeding as planned. She and Cie worked diligently in the evenings after their regular jobs. Occasionally, Cie visited her, adding the results obtained at home to her computer and taking Borment’s recorded information for review. Once or twice a week, they worked together.


The assistant science director tried her best to avoid thinking about the ethical implications of their plan—and she mostly succeeded. Three hundred million deaths in the war were three hundred million reasons to continue their work. After all, a few nanomoles less testosterone in those with the highest levels wouldn’t harm anyone's health—quite the opposite, in fact. If nothing else, it might at least reduce the frequency of wars, skirmishes, and fights.


Of course, it was true that high testosterone levels alone didn’t guarantee violent behavior. However, there was a statistical correlation between the two. Childhood home environments had an even greater impact. Poor treatment as a child strongly correlated with poor self-control as a youth and adult. Yet, household problems were difficult to identify, whereas hormone levels could be measured precisely. Making humanity more peaceful was easiest to begin by reducing testosterone—hormones, not people.


Borment certainly didn’t believe wars would become a thing of the past as soon as their creation altered the genes of its targets.


Laws protecting children, teacher training, and various support services for those living in violent households would also be needed— for children, women, and, in rarer cases, even men.


Some people couldn’t handle alcohol. Something had to be done about these bullies. For example, mandating a medication that caused nausea when it reacted with alcohol in their bloodstream.


Where would improving human behavior end? Who would decide which methods to apply and to whom? Borment had a nagging feeling that she and Li were treading on a slippery path.


During the war, she had attended the funerals of eight friends or acquaintances. That thought strengthened Anilie’s resolve to see the genetic modification plan through. She would have much preferred meeting her friends on patios or engaging in sports rather than visiting their graves from time to time. Seven of them had died in combat, and one in the bombing of a civilian target.


Out of the three hundred million casualties, about one-third had been from Eyan. The world population before the war had been 1.2


billion, split roughly equally between Eyan and Derkada. In other words, one hundred million out of six hundred million of Eyan—or 17%—had perished. Since the majority were men, a third of the physically stronger gender had died. Of course, people had been born during the war, but no matter how the numbers were calculated, the death toll was horrifying.


The leader of Derkada’s theocracy had met a deserved end, in Anilie’s view. If God existed, surely they would have some words for the madman who orchestrated the deaths of two hundred million of his own people. Hopefully, anyway. An eternity in hell seemed a fitting reward for the man. To the bitter end, the lunatic had sworn he was fulfilling the wishes of his deity by slaughtering heretics.


Yet, in the process, he had also executed tens of thousands of his own people, suspecting their loyalty to the cause.


According to intelligence reports, the Derkadians still hadn’t forgotten or forgiven the priests' tyranny, and they were killing both the clergy and fanatic believers at a steady pace. Borment understood the thirst for vengeance among ordinary Derkadians who had been oppressed for centuries and felt deceived. It was hard to pity those in the privileged and almost entirely corrupt group.


Be that as it may, the Derkadians would have to sort out their own mess. The world war had been a classic example of the consequences of mixing religion with politics. Such a thing wouldn’t happen in Eyan—or at least, it shouldn’t, given the centuries of secularism. Then again, if some God ever bothered to perform a scientifically documented miracle or appear simultaneously to a few thousand people instead of whispering to just one, Eyan might also end up with a Derkadian-style system of idiocy.


Hopefully not, Borment sighed. Religion was the bane of science and a permanent stone age for humanity if education continued to lose its value. If she were to bring current technology to the barely clothed intellectuals of ancient tribes, they would worship her as a God. Did that mean some representative of an alien species capable of space travel had visited Earth at some point?


In theory, it was possible. In practice, not likely. Distances in space were measured in light-years, not kilometers. It would take an eternity just to reach the outermost planet of their own solar system, let alone the nearest star. And even then, the journey might be pointless if there were no habitable planets at the destination.


A faint memory of a heated debate at an astronomy conference flickered in Borment’s mind. After some effort, the deputy science director managed to piece together the gist of the discussion—or at least parts of it.


A few scientists claimed to have discovered planets orbiting nearby stars. Many of their peers openly laughed at such assertions, calling them impossible with current technology. When the small group refused to back down, they were challenged to provide evidence. At that point, Borment had drifted off with her companions, so she had missed the response.


Logically, their sun couldn’t be the only star with planets.


Countless points of light filled the visible sky, representing just a tiny fraction of the stars that existed. If every thousandth star had a habitable planet, there would be millions or even billions of them.


Assuming intelligent life had evolved on every millionth of these worlds, humans could hardly be the only species to reach space.


Whether one of them had figured out the secret to faster-than-light travel was another matter entirely.


Then again, there were two other reasons why alien species hadn’t been definitively spotted. Space was vast. It would take incredible luck to head in the right direction and end up on Earth. Timing was also a factor. A foreign civilization might have thrived hundreds of millions of years before the first human even appeared.


Their species would soon venture into space. The first destination would naturally be the moon. It was unfortunate, in a way, that this celestial body would also become the first extraterrestrial landfill. While actual garbage wouldn’t be transported there, not all the scattered probes and devices sent to the surface would be retrieved.


Borment sighed again, realizing she’d been born a century too early. In another hundred years, daring space expeditions would become mainstream entertainment. The moon would have hotels, parks, and countless lakes. Restoring the atmosphere on Mars would turn it into a second Earth. Automated mining ships sent to other planets and their moons would send raw materials back to humanity, while robotic shipyards in space would help construct vessels bound for other solar systems.
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Commander Kail Perval of the Eyan Army lay sprawled on the ground, drenched in sweat and gasping for air to fill his lungs. A short distance away, the stopwatch on the obstacle course had frozen eight seconds too late.


Worse than the accursed contraption’s dishearteningly slow time was the celebration of the captain, who had beaten his record, with the sergeant who completed the course even faster. Perval barely restrained himself from assigning the pair to the most miserable posting he could imagine, took a moment to recover, and then stood up.


After brushing off his clothes, Perval grudgingly congratulated the victors and turned his gaze to a stocky major still navigating the obstacle course. The major had just scaled the top of a cargo net and opted for a five-meter plunge into water rather than climbing back down.


A few obstacles later, soaked from both sweat and water, the major stopped the clock with a downright pitiful time.


— It could have gone a bit better, the exhausted career soldier admitted, recalling his previous record.


— You're a staff officer, the annoyingly energetic captain pointed out.


— Your job mostly involves sitting and planning.


— I know. Still, I think I’ll join the regular staff fitness program.


Even if I’m no longer in my prime, I should be able to set a good example for the servicemen and women.


— You realize you have no chance of competing with the athletic young ones, don’t you?


— Of course. But that doesn’t mean I can’t improve my fitness through training. At the very least, it might help reduce this, the major placed his hand on his modestly sized stomach.


Once he had showered at home, Perval paused before the full-length mirror in his hallway. The man staring back at him was somewhat shorter than average and reasonably muscular. Fat was almost nonexistent. His muscles stood out whenever he tensed a part of his body, and a small motion of his elbow caused his shoulder’s skin to ripple.


A sudden thought drove the Commander to retrieve the rifle he kept in the hallway and return to the mirror. After a few aggressive poses and dramatic stances, Perval put the weapon back in its place.


A seven, the Commander rated his intimidation factor. His face wasn’t ugly enough, and he lacked the murderous glare—at least for now.


Four service uniforms, two parade outfits, two field uniforms, and three ensembles for vague ceremonial events—Perval inspected his wardrobe with pursed lips. Shirts, underwear, and socks, all military issue. Not a single civilian garment.


What would he even do with them? He was a soldier. The Commander chose a standard uniform. Though he wore a field outfit on forest expeditions like everyone else, in the city and garrison, he preferred the regular military attire.


Military personnel had once been a common sight everywhere.


Some were resting between battles; others were simply stationed far from the front. Now, while not rare, it was at least more unusual to encounter someone in uniform in the heartland outside of barracks or parades.


Perval knew his power was waning. Civilian leaders, who had relied on him in their time of need, were now trying to curtail his authority. Their faces would drop if they discovered his plans for the future. For now, he played his hand as though he would soon accept the generous pension and the "Hero of the Nation" title they were preparing for him in political speeches and history books.


Everything depended on the results of Cie Li and Anilie Borment's research. If they succeeded, his geneticists would create a virus resistant to genetic modification for him and his inner circle.


The end result would be mentally neutering other alpha males, rendering these new feebles incapable of opposing his envisioned world order.


Well, Perval mused, perhaps he had been too optimistic. His leadership would be challenged. However, without true agitators capable of rallying the entire Eyan population to rebellion, dissent would be limited to minor, easily manageable skirmishes.


The day’s final official program was a meeting with his most trusted general. Kuraz Jadler was a competent soldier. That didn’t mean he excelled as a conspirator. The man was sometimes impatient, and in this particular case—spying on Li and Borment—there was no room for blunders.


To put it bluntly, General Jadler was the “scorched earth and pile the bodies” type. He knew how to wield all their weapons to kill the enemy but had no grasp of subtler methods. For him, intelligence was just a necessary evil, with the only valuable outcome being knowing when and where there were as many targets as possible to kill.


Perval had long concluded that strict boundaries had to be set for Jadler before letting him loose. If given the mere order to advance, Jadler would keep attacking as long as even one of his men could still move.


While the approach was sometimes effective, it usually resulted in horrific casualties for their side. That wasn’t an issue for Jadler. More cannon fodder could always be requested—and had been. Of all the generals involved in the war, Jadler’s statistics were by far the most horrifying in terms of the numbers of dead and wounded.


If the man hadn’t been so excessively loyal, Perval would have either sent him into retirement or had him face a firing squad long ago. Perhaps he should have done the latter in any case. On the other hand, it had to be remembered that Jadler had often been given tasks in which other generals had failed.


Kail Perval glanced at himself one last time in the mirror. The reflection satisfied the Commander, and he moved to the military SUV parked in front of the garage of his detached house. If the meeting with Jadler had been at headquarters, Perval would have called for a ride. However, he would meet the general at the same live-fire training ground where he had previously summoned Cie Li.


Frustrated by a civilian tractor ambling ahead and its oblivious driver, Perval finally managed to pick up speed as the road turned straight, crossing a shallow ditch onto a field. Irritated by the slow driver, the Commander pressed the gas pedal harder than usual and spotted an animal sitting in the middle of the road further ahead.


The creature turned out to be a dog. The animal didn’t seem to have any intention of moving out of the way of the approaching car.


Perval cursed the unusually stupid mutt and didn’t slow down. Only when the car drew close did the cur deign to glance at the intruder.


The mongrel only moved when it realized the car wasn’t going to stop. Although it shifted to the side, the loping canine didn’t have time to avoid Kail Perval’s vehicle as it swerved toward it.


After hearing two thuds, the Commander glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the bothersome animal lying partially on the road. A faint smile rose to his face. Easy as pie. It should’ve moved out of the way.


Upon his arrival, Perval parked the vehicle and checked for potential damage. A few hairs were clinging to the lower right corner of the front bumper near a small dark smudge.


Having tasked the first soldier he encountered with cleaning the car, Perval walked over to the gate guards. Jadler hadn’t arrived yet. On the other hand, he still had half an hour, so Perval needed to find some way to amuse himself.


When Jadler stepped out of a car parked further away, Perval groaned in disappointment and turned his gaze to a nearby group of scantily clad and sweaty women engaged in physical training. The latter wasn’t surprising, given the temperature was surely close to thirty degrees, if not higher.


— Have you, by chance, sent your own spies after Li and Borment?


The Commander already knew Jadler’s answer from the guilty look on his subordinate’s face before the words left his mouth.


— Call them off. Mine are not only more competent, but some of them also have access to the duo’s workplace computers.


— More is better?


— Not in this case. I don’t want the pair to grow suspicious. Essentially, they’re currently working for us. Excessive surveillance will inevitably get discovered.


— Surveillance devices?


— Borment’s home is full of cameras and other equipment. We hear and record every word spoken by anyone present. Li is monitored the same way. They have no way of keeping any of their secrets from reaching me.


— And their home computers?


— They’ve been disconnected from the planetary network, Perval admitted.


— However, we can see their screens, so we can monitor their computer sessions and their results.


— Are you still going to let them spread their disease?


— Genetic modification virus, Kuraz, the Commander corrected.


— Yes. If necessary, I’ll even help them disseminate it everywhere.


— Aren’t you afraid of side effects?


— There are none. My own experts have thoroughly examined the pair’s idea and don’t see any theoretical problems with it. Did you think Li and Borment’s creation would wipe out all of humanity? Or that your lower half would stop working? Even less testosterone-filled men can reproduce! Even if a quarter of your male hormones were removed, you could still become a father many more times.


— I prefer to stay as I am, the general muttered, embarrassed by his superior’s accurate guess.


— Remember our goal: absolute power. The two of us and a few others will form a government with the army’s support.


— You outrank the others. Are you planning to lower yourself to a cabinet minister?


— No. The main authority stays with me. However, I intend to give each of you a government sector to manage based on your preferences.


— Not everyone can be the Minister of Defense.


— I know. That’s why I’ve been considering rotating your assignments. This way, no one would have to toil for years in a role unsuited to them.


— What if we were just advisors? Collecting a shockingly large salary without doing anything?


— I’ve considered that option too, Perval laughed.


— Theoretically, it’s possible. But I’d like to discuss your preferences with everyone.


— So we’ll convene at some point? Including those whose names you haven’t revealed yet?


— I think that’s best. Each of us has a place in the new administration, Kuraz. If not, one will be created. When everyone has a suitable role and pay, everyone will be satisfied. We need unity. I don’t want internal disputes.


— And what if someone sows discord and demands privileges?


— Then he either changes his behavior or ends up being executed.


We cannot afford public airing of our dirty laundry. After all, we are orchestrating a coup, and I do not want to give the citizens a reason to overthrow us.


— Are they capable of that if we control the military?


— That doesn’t guarantee we’ll stay in power. Excessive force always provokes resistance. Even if the armed forces are under our command, most soldiers will not comply with just anything. For example, to make them shoot protesters, we’d need to intensify discipline and punishments. That, in turn, would quickly exceed their tolerance, leading to civil war or assassination attempts. We must strike a balance between iron and affection.


— You realize none of us are civilian leaders, don’t you? Jadler reminded his superior.


— How will we know if we’ve been too heavy-handed?


— When protests turn violent. At that point, we either retreat or crush the resistance.


— The latter would likely spark an armed rebellion?


— Almost certainly. And that would force us to choose between stepping down, suppressing rebellions with force, or enduring constant guerrilla attacks. In my opinion, it’s better to occasionally yield to the people’s demands. Content subjects don’t plot revolutions.


— Maybe it’s best that I’m not even considered for a rotating leadership role in policing, the major surprised Perval with his candor.


— I probably wouldn’t know how to adjust the level of force to suit civilians.


— You might be right. You’re excellent at breaking through enemy lines with your soldiers, but your methods are not suited for dealing with peaceful citizens. Do you have a preference for your starting assignment?


— No. Or rather, the defense forces. The army, to be precise.


— Somehow, I guessed, Perval smirked.


— Are you completely opposed to the air force or navy?


— Not at all. I’ve used both to support my troops, but my knowledge of either is quite limited.


— A Commander doesn’t need to know the details. Your subordinates can surely point out what you need to focus on.


Perhaps Kuraz was more reasonable than he had assumed, Perval reflected after the major left. At least he had recognized and admitted his shortcomings, which was more than could be said for a few others in the future ruling group.


Was the group he had assembled too large? That question had troubled Perval for some time. Twelve experts from different fields and himself. Thirteen in total. In truth, the only thing they had in common was their tendency to stay in the background. None of them were natural leaders, which, Perval chuckled, had been the decisive reason for choosing them.
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— Didn’t I just meet her? Why do I have to look at that woman’s face again?


— You don’t have to. At least not anytime soon. Shall I send her your apologies, citing your busy schedule?


— When do I have a slot for her?


— A meeting with the interior minister at 2:30 in the afternoon has been canceled. He’s ill and doesn’t want to delegate the matter to his subordinate.


— Oh, so it’s something secret, Apron scoffed, unable to completely hide a smile.


— That guy has an overinflated sense of his importance and duties, the secretary admitted.


— Shall I schedule the meeting with Banvik, or do you want to keep the time free?


— I suppose I’ll have to sacrifice a little time to hear out the envoy of our former—and probably future—enemy. Send her a message about the afternoon appointment. What’s next?


When had her work turned into that of a master of ceremonies?


Apron wondered as she was informed she’d be receiving a group of local schoolchildren. She would give a tour of the presidential palace to ten-year-olds, explain its history, answer their questions, and watch as the kids impatiently awaited the end of the boring visit.


— Would you have enjoyed listening to some mummy’s bone-dry lecture on a topic that doesn’t interest you in the slightest?


— No, Apron admitted.


— We can’t do much for this group anymore, but is there a way to make future tours more pleasant for both sides?


— If the little ones behave, perhaps they could get treats halfway through and at the end?


The president considered her secretary’s suggestion. It was both sensible and problematic.


— We’d need to check with parents about potential dietary issues.


— Their teacher can handle that. They’ll inform procurement of any allergies. To be safe, we can keep medical staff close to the brats during their visit. I’ll make sure every group’s teacher gets parental consent for ruining their kids’ healthy diet. Of course, we could serve the children soup, but I doubt any slop in a bowl would be a big hit.


— Would you have chosen candy or soup at ten?


— Take a guess.


Danna Apron glanced at herself in the mirror, finding no glaring faults with her outfit or makeup. Her aide nodded approvingly after circling the president.


An exhausting hour later, Apron bid farewell to the noisy little monsters and sat down on a conveniently placed chair. Perhaps she should delegate this task to someone else—someone in child care with nerves of steel.


The horrified gasp and disapproving look of an aging, slightly portly custodian who had just arrived made her glance under herself and quickly rise from the long-past-its-prime piece of furniture. A closer inspection revealed no new damage to the ancient chair, but it didn’t stop the custodian’s grumbles. Apologizing for her mistake, Danna discreetly left.


That prehistoric museum relic, the president fumed inwardly.


Normally, she only saw that man for a few seconds a month, yet he appeared instantly after she mistakenly sat on what must have been the rotten throne of some long-dead notable.


The thought of outsourcing tours for shrieking children wouldn’t leave Apron alone. Showing them around that blasted place was misery for everyone. The kids didn’t care about history, and she had no interest in torturing them with stories of bygone days.


Just as she pressed the button to call the elevator, an idea struck her. Who better to explain the highlights and artifacts of her workplace than the long-serving custodian who had grumbled at her?


— Did you win the lottery, or what’s with the smile?


Danna Apron looked up at her secretary, who had appeared at her office door, and shared her conclusion.


— Your choice for a guide was a good one. That man knows Eyani history backward and forward. Possibly sideways too.


— You don’t seem entirely convinced, though.


— I’ve never seen him with a larger group of children, the secretary explained hesitantly.


— In terms of knowledge, he’s the best. How he fares with the youngsters is a mystery to me.


— That will be solved quickly. Could you keep an eye on him and report any problems?


— You mean spy on him and his group from some corner?


— You could hide somewhere, I suppose.


— Maybe. But I think I’ll monitor the situation through the security cameras.


President Danna Apron was satisfied as she glanced at her schedule, now left with a rare thirty-minute break after her aide had departed. The upcoming meeting with the always disheveled deputy director of the tax office was far from her idea of a good time. The man likely had a new list of taxation targets and justifications for raising existing rates since their last encounter.


While Apron wasn’t inherently opposed to increasing state revenue, excessive taxation stifled businesses and fueled the growth of the gray economy. In other words, chasing additional funds through higher taxes would eventually yield the opposite of the desired outcome.


To Apron, free education was the best long-term guarantee of solid tax revenues. What was spent on teacher salaries and other staff was more than recouped in improved employment and overall societal advancement.


Education fostered understanding and reduced confrontations that often escalated into violence. The stark contrast in education levels had been most evident between Derkada and Eyan. Militarily, the nations had been evenly matched, but even Eyan’s third-graders knew more than the average adult in Derkada.


Of course, their societies were vastly different. Derkada had been, or at least had functioned as, a theocracy where advanced education was largely reserved for the elite clergy. The rest of the population, in contrast, was left ignorant—though Apron scolded herself for the harshness of that thought.


Lack of education didn’t make someone inherently stupid. Average intelligence in both nations was likely the same. Eyan’s citizens simply had opportunities that Derkada’s people had been denied. That disparity was likely to shift now, given the reports suggesting mass slaughter of the clergy.


The devastating war, which claimed hundreds of millions of lives, had taken a toll on Eyan’s educational infrastructure as well.


Universities and other institutions were still far from fully operational, with many teachers and students having died on the battlefield.


For now, efforts focused on assessing damage to facilities and equipment and recruiting professors and specialists.


Even reaching pre-war levels would take at least a decade of fully operational schools. Reconstruction was progressing well, which was a positive sign, though it also meant that many promising students delayed their studies in favor of guaranteed jobs in rebuilding efforts.


Problems upon problems. At the last cabinet meeting, the Minister of Education had appeared visibly worn out—a state Apron could hardly blame her for, given the workload. The minister had decided to prioritize select schools while others received less funding, ensuring that at least some students could graduate quickly to meet societal needs. Additionally, engaging potential educators among young people could help address future recruitment challenges.
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