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Chapter 1 The Servant's Manor
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The unexpected appointment threw Radan Grandee Farir, now known as Servant XLII, into unprecedented disarray. His election was unjust, but he had no one to blame.

Society was unstable, and the world was in its greatest danger in the post-apocalyptic era. It was necessary for Radan to make his new duty a reality, but he was clueless about how to do so. He was more alone than ever. 

The very first thing was to get acquainted with his new circumstances. He took a short tube ride to the servant's official residence. He insisted on no formalities.

The servant's palatial manor stood in the picturesque countryside surrounding the capital, nestled between rolling forests, the close sea, and snow-capped mountains. Thanks to the servant’s extensive private lands, there were no other dwellings nearby. A vast courtyard was enclosed by a metre-high wall of skilfully arranged pale and dark stones interspersed with glittering mica that sparkled under the sun, forming a mesmerising mosaic.

The luminous pale stone of the northern quarries had been used to construct the imposing residence, which rose majestically from a park of ancient trees. The horizontal roof lines were in harmony with the curving walls and overhanging eaves. The building had enormous windows that opened in all directions. The scale was extraordinary for a private home, yet its unique architecture evoked mystique rather than mere grandeur.

Even after seeing images and hearing opulent descriptions, Radan was still astounded by what he saw. The building was more breathtaking than he could have imagined. Artistic by nature, Radan could only stare, hardly dry-eyed.

This wasn't just a house; it was a monumental work of art, an architectural embodiment of life's mysteries. Salto's genius resonated with Radan's very being. In his current state of mind, he felt the masterpiece captured the essence of the profound questions he'd contemplated throughout his life.

Standing dumbstruck in the courtyard, he grasped another truth. A magnificent sculpture was a joy to behold, but how did one live inside a work of art?

Adjutant Biberg awaited him at the entrance, standing ramrod straight, impeccably dressed, with precise movements. The adjutant held the door open courteously, and Radan stepped inside.

He stood in the middle of the grand living room, utterly bewildered. He didn’t know what to think. The servant must have reasonable living conditions, given his duty to serve the entire world—but this excess was unbearable.

From one window, a sweeping view stretched down into the valley and beyond to the shimmering sea. From another perspective, the surrounding white-peaked mountains loomed. They were not quite the Komon Range, but they were high enough.

As he moved through the house, Radan’s sense of revulsion grew stronger by the minute. A sharp contradiction gnawed at him: despite all its splendour, he would rather not live here. Everything was too grand, too oppressive. It defied the very principles of service. The interior lacked soul—replaced by cheap ostentation. It was as though Salto had designed the shell, while some gaudy merchant had furnished the inside.

He would have to endure these repellent spaces for who knew how long. He would rather move into the high-quality tent he had recently bought, pitch it in the courtyard, admire the house from afar, and only enter to wash. But what could he do? He couldn’t change everything at once, if at all. Tradition held sway, stifling all reason.

The mere thought of meeting the famed courtesan Percanta made Radan tremble with nerves. The centuries-old tradition of the official courtesan carried an aura of secrecy. For Radan, it was a leap into the unknown, without anyone to ask for guidance.

He had also discovered, to his dismay, that he was assigned an official flatterer—mercifully absent for now. 

Adjutant Biberg had lingered in the background, silently shadowing Radan’s exploration of the house. Biberg was a lean, dark-haired man in his fifties, moving with an almost feline grace.

“What do you think, honoured servant?” Biberg asked.

“It’s all truly splendid.”

He was uncomfortable before the dignified adjutant, who surely had years of service behind him.

Radan turned back to survey the living room. Biberg walked softly behind him. 

“May I show you the dining room?”

“Might as well,” Radan said. 

He trailed the adjutant like a reluctant dog down the corridor to a grand doorway, beyond which lay an oversized room with a vast oval table and four sparsely placed chairs. The window overlooked the garden; sunlight glinted off the swimming pool’s clear water.

“This is your private dining room. You need only state your preferred meal times and what you wish for lunch or dinner. The pantries are well-stocked and replenished according to your tastes. The chefs are exceptionally skilled. I trust they will meet all your expectations.”

“Chefs? There are multiple cooks here? Actual people?”

“We have at least one chef always on duty. The finest robots may be dexterous, but we do not use them. A human touch is irreplaceable; robots lack the intuition,” Biberg said. “If I may say so, we would manage perfectly well without robots at all.”

“I feel the same,” Radan said.

He needed neither human nor robot chefs. He could prepare his meals and vacuum-seal them for later. Cooking was simple if one wanted basic, nourishing food. He would not earn the chefs’ respect. But why would the servant need a chef’s admiration? Radan reasoned pragmatically.

The private dining room was furnished in neoclassical style. Reluctantly, through gritted teeth, Radan had to admit it had style as well as grandeur. Alongside the dining set and a long, pale-stone sideboard, the room held a large sculpture near the window—one that Radan instantly recognised as the work of Giril, who had lived five hundred years earlier. Giril was one of his favourite artists, and the sight lifted his mood from deep frost to something approaching warmth.

***
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RADAN AND BIBERG PROCEEDED to one of the servant's studies, their footsteps muffled by thick carpeting that seemed to swallow sound. The room stretched before them, dominated by mahogany shelves lined with leather-bound volumes whose spines shone under crystal chandeliers. 

A massive desk sat positioned to capture the mountain view. Its polished surface reflected the pale morning light. The adjutant gestured towards an ornate chair upholstered in burgundy velvet. 

Biberg produced a leather portfolio and began outlining the servant's schedule with practised efficiency. His voice carried the measured cadence of countless similar presentations, each word carefully enunciated yet somehow lacking conviction.

"A few days' schedule had to be cancelled, but tomorrow's talks have been verified. Audiences with provincial delegates commence at noon tomorrow," Biberg intoned, running his finger down the gilt-edged pages. Followed by the ceremonial review of trade agreements, then the weekly consultation with the servant's advisory council..."

Radan listened, his fingers tracing the chair's brass studs. The schedule unfolded like an elaborate theatrical programme. It was all pageantry and protocol, with each appointment wrapped in layers of ceremony that obscured any actual purpose. In the future loomed extended meals with dignitaries who brought nothing but flattery. There would be ceremonial inspections of facilities that operated independently, or at least without his involvement.

As Biberg continued his presentation, the taste of bitter disappointment settled on Radan's tongue. Through the window, he watched gardeners tending flowerbeds with meticulous care. Meanwhile, the world's supposed guardian would spend his days shuffling between empty rituals.

When Biberg at last stopped, the truth crystallised with startling clarity. The mystic aura surrounding the servant's office—that ethereal remoteness he had once attributed to profound wisdom—served merely as elaborate camouflage. Behind the ceremonial veils and ancient traditions lay a vacuum where meaningful action should reside.

Most of the house had been seen, except for the west wing. It made Radan’s forehead prickle with imagined sweat. Tradition demanded its due. Percanta. Radan wasn't feeling comfortable. 

"I'll go to see the courtesan in a moment," Radan said. 

But he already knew that he wouldn't.
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Chapter 2 Official Courtesan
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Radan stepped out through the side door of his new residential palace and came to a small landing decorated with plantings, from which departed a neatly maintained gravel-surfaced footpath into a park-like wood. On a momentary whim he set off along it, not knowing where it would lead.

Radan couldn't think rationally. He stood at the edge of an unfamiliar world. His mind was filled with the official courtesan Percanta, whose haughty, role-appropriate, over-the-top elegance was too much for him. He felt wretched and worthless; he could expect nothing but contempt. 

The freshly swept landing, rimmed in orderly planters and symmetrical trellises, held him only for a moment before he plunged, as if compelled, down a footpath that wound into the shelter of old trees. The path was probably the servant's private exercise trail. 

He passed from the constructed gardens to the mossy hush of the woods. The transition was a visual dissolve: azalea and ninebark giving way to tall sable-leaved maples, whose roots clutched at black soil. 

Even the sky changed. Light reached through the canopy in reticulate patterns. The peculiar white quality of Arun’s ringshine made every shadow a moving thing. Radan moved forward, barely aware of his body and even less of the world surrounding him.

He walked until the path straightened beside a little creek, then stopped, staring into the water. For a moment, he watched the surface, how the current caught and tumbled flecks of leaf, seed, and dust. He remembered Adamer's quote, "The world in its flux need not concern the mind, but the mind in flux brings disaster," and wondered if the saying was still true of him.

He was in a state of panic, but it had become so inward-facing that he did not sweat or shake. Instead, the dread occurred as a mental blankness punctured by sharp, random thoughts. He saw Percanta's face again at the Servant XLI's funeral. Her expression was not one of despair but rather one of sophisticated sadness. Radan had not spoken to her since his appointment. 

He left the path. The grass was high but soft, the ground giving underfoot. He moved across a little meadow, into a thicket, and allowed himself to fall onto a hummock of moss. For a lengthy time he lay face-down, the smell of earth and wet grass in his nose, the sound of wind riffling through the leaves, and the cold, slow pressure of his own heartbeat at his temple. 

"I must save the world," he murmured but only got some grass into his mouth.

He imagined his father standing in this same grove, giving speeches to imaginary crowds. Father would not have folded. Radan felt the difference not as guilt but as a kind of weakness in his build. Still, he stayed where he was, as if some invisible hand pressed between his shoulder blades.

He rolled over and stared up at the sky, which was for a moment a single, seamless blue. A hawk circled above, spiralling through majestic, patient loops. The contrast was unbearable. The bird knew its purpose. It had been born, it would hunt, it would die, and none of it would trouble the bird. Radan tried to consider his purpose and found only a sense of comic futility. He was left contemplating either his current situation or the absurdity of the previous evening, which included the parade, the speeches, the thronging journalists, and the gold-capped functionaries who offered axiomatically supportive applause.

He tried to let his mind go blank. For a while he simply counted his inhalations. The trees made patterns with the sunlight, the breeze shaped the air currents, and gradually his heartbeat slowed. 

Then the noise of footsteps came—first distant, then closer, the cadence unclear, as if the walker had paused every few metres to take stock. Radan assumed it was some groundskeeper and did not move. 

The footsteps stopped. There was a low, awkward shuffling, as if the person was trying to decide whether or not to show up. Radan didn't look up until a polite cough came from above him and a shadow fell over the moss. Very slowly, Radan raised his eyes.

Percanta stood three paces away, in the full regalia of ceremonial court. The flame-red tunic shimmered in the odd, filtered sunlight, the gold embroidery on the cuffs winking with every small movement. Her hair—long, midnight black, and shining—had been arranged according to the ancient canons. Jewellery adorned every visible extremity: signet rings, a necklace of obsidian and pearls, and even a circlet with the servant’s house emblem set upon the brow. 

Percanta’s face was painted, but with such skill that the effect was less mask than enhancement. Her beauty was almost supernatural, but the eyes were not. The huge and brown eyes held a look of very human confusion. Radan was accustomed to the statue-like flawless beauty of Arbelle, but Percanta was something unique.

Neither of them spoke. The situation was so fraught with protocol violations that Radan questioned whether he was asleep, viewing the entire encounter as a punishment for his incompetence.

At last, Percanta spoke up. The voice was soft but clear. Her accent was a careful construction of traditional school elocution.

“Honoured servant. I am, ah, sorry to intrude.”

"I ought to explain something," Radan said, "but I can't think of anything that sounds even slightly sensible."

"The servant needn't explain."

Percanta knelt on the edge of the moss, taking care to avoid mud.

Although Radan would have liked to sink into the earth, he raised himself up and brushed dry twigs that had come loose from the tussock out of his hair. Confused, he got up completely and turned towards Percanta, who also rose up.

Percanta wavered, as if unsure whether to approach or to retreat and pretend the encounter had never happened. She took a careful step forward. The gold-threaded shoes did not suit the landscape.

The silence returned, but this time it was not uncomfortable. Radan found himself watching Percanta, not just the superficial beauty but the way the perfectly painted lips pursed in thought and the fingers (so delicate, tipped with tiny red moons of lacquer) laced together in the ceremonial pose of humility. He realised, with a kind of shock, that even here in private, so far from the scrutinising eyes of the palace, Percanta had never dropped the performance.

“May I ask you something?” said Radan.

“Of course.”

“Are you—are you always like that? I mean, do you ever put it down? He gestured vaguely at her perfect hair, careful clothing, and the entire constructed persona.

Percanta blinked, one hand reaching to touch the silver chain at her neck. “It is my role. I strive to be worthy of it. It is a question of necessity. The servant's lady must be perfect. It is how things are done.”

Percanta smiled, and this time the smile was genuine, a little crooked, with the left corner higher than the right. As if by mutual agreement, they stepped past the tussocks back to the path and set off walking towards the manor.

"Honoured servant," Percanta began, uncertainly, and didn't seem to know how to continue. "I waited some time for a meeting, but then I saw you from the window. I'm tremendously nervous."

"Nervous?"

"According to tradition, the new servant can keep the former courtesan or choose a new one. You need time to decide, of course?"

"Dear Percanta, you made a tremendous impression on me straight away. I would rather not make any changes. But you're free to go if you like."

"I don't want to go."

"The matter was resolved quickly then."

"May I hold your hand?" Percanta asked.

"Of course that's all right."

Radan could not keep his hands from trembling.

“I shall do my utmost to find the key to the golden lock of friendship,” she said.

Radan was moved; he could just nod in appreciation. 

"I hope we can build trust as we get to know each other," she continued. "There's something beneath the surface. I hope you're safe." 

Radan, still ashamed, stayed silent. They returned to the palace courtyard, holding hands like lovers, while Adjutant Biberg watched them from the drawing room window.
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​Chapter 3 The Doctors’ Meeting
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Mirev and Kalle were certainly no strangers to each other. They had both been something of medical prodigies during their student days, to whom knowledge stuck like glue the moment it became available. Of the two, Mirev was the more gifted. Both carried on with their research after starting their careers.

One day, Mirev was offered the position of chief specialist at the Consortium. In medical circles, this was the fulfilment of every doctor’s dreams. However, Mirev was not an organisation man, and to his colleagues’ great surprise, he declined to accept the position. Mirev’s calling was to work as a humble country doctor.

Thus, the position at the Consortium opened up for his best friend Kalle. The passing years had shown that the choices had fallen into place. Mirev enjoyed his work as a country doctor, and many patients had no idea what calibre of top physician was treating their ailments. Mirev conducted research alongside his work, the results of which he submitted to scientific publications, but he didn’t care to boast about them to his patients.

The men’s relationship had remained excellent, but gradually a wall of mutual respect rose between them until they became colleagues who met infrequently, rather than friends.

Their manner of speaking had also changed; it was no longer the casual banter between mates but the formal ribbing of refined colleagues. Kalle was rightfully held in the highest regard as a top physician, and Mirev cared no more about reputation than Kalle did about his threadbare socks.

Mirev was lean and angular, somewhat anaemic-looking, with fine-grained wrinkles on his narrow face that made him seem older than his years. A fading scar marked his right temple, a remnant of a clash with a talented young doctor named Petrus. An investigation found Petrus guilty, leading to his dismissal from the medical faculty. His whereabouts afterward remained unknown.

Mirev’s dress was impeccable, and his speech was clear and precise; he employed humour very sparingly. 

Kalle, on the other hand, was more robust, thoroughly enjoying himself at the dinner table. In temperament, the men were from different planets. Kalle’s eloquent speech was in stark contrast to his worn-out clothes.

“I must congratulate you, Dr Mirev. You’ve thought of everything in designing this clinic. A patient can receive all possible assistance here that doesn’t require hospital treatment. Everything gets sorted out here on the spot. All clinics should be like this.”

“Admittedly, we can manage a variety of tasks here. Occasionally I’ve said that I’m the least of the least, but that feels rather like excessive boasting—I do hope that can be forgiven.”

“There’s cause for boasting in this case. Now, you wanted to speak with me about one of your patients,” Kalle said.

“Yes. Let’s go to my office.”

They stepped from the examination room into a medium-sized office containing a small desk and a four-person discussion space. They seated themselves around the meeting table, and Mirev placed a display screen on the table before him.

“Let me guess. It concerns the newly appointed servant,” Kalle said.

“Quite right,” Mirev replied. “I don’t treat him officially, but when he comes for periodic check-ups, my task is to analyse the results. He had an examination recently, and I gave him a clean bill of health. There were minor problems regarding publicity even during his time as deputy secretary, but now things are on a new level.”

“I can guess one thing and another, but do continue. A humble country doctor, treating the ruler—well, well.”

“I acted wrongly. The servant is suffering from a nervous inflammation that is gradually worsening. It’s Darm’s syndrome, a potentially fatal disease. Those who contract it are typically exceptionally gifted. He would rather not come for treatment because it would have to be reported.”

“Must it be reported?” Kalle asked.

“Yes, if he’s in treatment, reports go automatically. But if I don’t make entries, then no reports go through—but then the research equipment can’t be used either.”

“That’s how it goes,” Kalle said.

Mirev tapped his fingers together, thinking. 

“The inflammation level is sometimes higher, sometimes lower, and it can’t be predicted with sufficient certainty,” Mirev continued. “He could collapse without warning. He also doesn’t want medication because he fears it might impair his intellectual ability. He has surprised me with his performances, though. They must have caused incredible stress. He must also have exceptional willpower, which has helped him get through, but he won’t manage much longer. The situation can’t continue as it is, which is why I thought an exchange of ideas might be in order.”

“When it concerns the servant, one must be able to act,” Kalle said. “And report matters appropriately. There’s a bit of leeway, after all—we’ve noticed that at the Consortium. And we’ve needed it. A brilliant solution was implemented long ago with the establishment of the official news agency. It has developed a solid reputation as both competent and impartial. It doesn’t shy away from reporting matters that are awkward for state power. That’s why, over generations, people have learnt to trust it, like the bedrock of Arun itself. But the current state of affairs does provide some leeway.”

“How does it provide that?” Mirev asked.

“Well now, things aren’t done without purpose. The official agency's reporting on matters embarrassing to state power serves the purpose of concealing even more embarrassing matters. The servant’s state of health isn’t embarrassing from a news transmission standpoint. There’s leeway.”

Mirev nodded, then handed the screen to the professor.

“Here’s the data,” Mirev said.

Professor Kalle studied the files intensively for about ten minutes before straightening up.

“It certainly looks that way. The inflammation level must be brought down. As an illness, the condition isn’t dangerous yet, but something must be done about it now. Egerdis-15 would definitely help,” Kalle said.

“I’ve offered him that, but he would rather not take it for fear of side effects.”

“Yes, there are those, indeed. The inflammation is treated, but other problems arise in its place. In the worst-case scenario, those other problems can be more severe than the disease that the medication is intended to treat. These are hundred-year-old medicines.”

“Yes, the best available,” Mirev said.

“Precisely, the best available. Listen here, Doctor. You did rather break the rules by giving a clean report, didn’t you?” Kalle asked.

“Yes, of course I did, but only out of respect for his father, Grandee. It’s not easy being Grandee’s son. Everyone focuses on thinking whether he’s worthy of his father.”

“Indeed, one can’t simply step out of Grandee’s shadow to create one’s own credible career, and that’s probably what’s behind this,” Kalle said. 

“We can’t prevent people from making comparisons,” Mirev said.

“Our duty is to help the servant. I can’t be any worse than you,” Kalle said. “We're living in difficult times. The servant’s wellbeing and capacity to function are important to me. We’ve developed a medication called Egerdis-47. It’s effective against Darm’s syndrome, among other things. The medication has minimal side effects and has no impact on functionality. The inflammation level drops, and that’s what matters most. The servant will probably still feel some nervousness in the future, but the risk of collapse is reduced to a fraction of what it was once the inflammation is under control. I’ll supply it for the servant’s needs.”

“But that’s forbidden,” Mirev protested.

“Now, now, my good doctor, of course it is, but surely that’s not the problem. The challenge is getting the servant to use it. We just need to ensure that the necessary medications or treatments don’t go into official records. We’ll bend the rules a bit.”

“That’s wonderful if you’re willing to act this way,” Mirev said. "I'm not really used to this kind of behaviour, this bending. That clean medical certificate was a difficult pill for me to swallow. But this is rather different.”

“This is how it’s been done throughout the world,” Kalle said. “The servant’s health is something people take for granted. And when that’s the case, you won’t find records in the chronicles of any servant suffering from some illness. So we’re now taking care of precisely that as well. But the servant must understand the matter himself. Surely he can’t be that pig-headed. Knock some sense into him, then. He must be gifted, after all, since he’s contracted Darm’s syndrome. My colleague Jaelah at least praises him so much he can’t get food down his throat.”

“I’ll do my best. But I’m nothing more than a mere country quack, as Grandee once deigned to say.”

A smile rose to Professor Kalle’s face.

“Good Mirev, stylish self-deprecation is a universally acknowledged virtue.”

“I don’t deprecate myself, but it feels uncomfortable.” Mirev said.

“I agree totally. Well, right, with this conversation I’ll supply you with Egerdis-47 medication, of course under a different sender’s name, and the rest falls on your broad shoulders.”

Mirev was silent for a moment.

“Let’s do it. I want a functional servant.”
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​Chapter 4 Deep Space
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The cold rays of a distant sun projected slowly across the curved surfaces of the enormous cylinder, creating a mosaic of lights and shadows on the metal. The surface reflected light like a mirror, but not perfectly—micrometeorite impacts had left small craters and scratches, which now created their own miniature patterns of the starscape. The universe spread around it as a black canvas with no reference point for scale, time, or distances.

Millions of stars formed endless patterns, as if a cosmic artist had scattered silver-gleaming sand across a black background. The spiral arms of galaxies traced themselves as pale mists; nebulae stretched like gas clouds resembling the fingers of a giant of cosmic proportions. In the distance, the blue-tinged pearl cluster of the Pleiades glimmered, while Orion's three belt stars traced a line across the darkness.

Two stars dominated this cosmic-scale stage. They shone like competing rulers of the heavens on opposite sides of the cylinder—one slightly brighter and whiter, the other more yellow and dimmer. The other stars appeared as mere faint points, like distant bonfires or just candles at the edges of the infinite universe.

Space’s choreography proceeded soundlessly and slowly. In the absence of gravity, every direction was without meaning—there was no up or down, no north or south. The cylinder glided through this three-dimensional void like an immaterial spirit in a space from which it had been sucked. The concept of time lost its meaning in this frozen moment, where light travelled for years before reaching the cylinder’s surface. It was as if time didn’t even exist, as if the entire universe had paused for a moment to catch its breath.

Slowly and imperceptibly, the white star grew in brightness. Its light strengthened day by day, week by week, month by month. Meanwhile, the yellowish star on the opposite side faded like a dying ember, its light weakening, though it was still brighter than the millions of other points of light in the darkness. Changes were slow in immeasurable space.

The dish-like antennae at the cylinder’s end came to life at random intervals. They turned mechanically but smoothly from side to side, scanning infinity's centre. Their movement was precise, programmed, and without human hesitation. The antennae swept space systematically until they returned to their resting positions.

The cylinder continued its journey pursuing the speed of light, never reaching it. Its surface still reflected the sun’s light, but now the reflections were sharp and bright due to the approaching star. The scars left by micrometeorites bore witness to a long journey through the black and cold void between stars. The antennae waited patiently for their next task as the cylinder hurtled towards its destination, precise as an arrow that must hit its target.​
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Chapter 5  The Servant's Aircraft
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After the shock of Radan’s official residence, the next jolt awaited: his new workplace, the servant’s official palace in the heart of Helis, just a short walk from the Council of Ninety.

The palace’s imposing presence was familiar to Radan, and on the morning of his first working day, he didn’t need to spend time admiring this world-famous icon of brutalism from the outside. 

The servant’s office, which Radan had never visited, was furnished with nouveau riche ostentation. Radan realised he wouldn’t be comfortable there, either. It was impersonal and soulless, like the manor. The windows were large and offered views of the bustling streets in the city centre. Kinners flashed past; pedestrians were plentiful in their colourful clothes. The view created a glimpse of humanity and improved Radan’s mood.

Biberg stood at a short distance, ready to receive instructions.

“First, I’d like to go through the building’s facilities and get acquainted with the staff,” Radan said. “Perhaps you could guide me, since you know the place.”

“Certainly, honourable servant.”

They set off on the tour. So much had happened to Radan in such a short time that he was content to be led about without having to think whether to turn right or left.

The facilities occupied three floors. The staff appeared to be very busy indeed but were naturally nervous about meeting the new young servant for the first time.

Radan concealed the ill humour that lurked constantly in the background by using the patent smile he'd learnt to deploy during his deputy secretary days, which now came almost naturally. It could seem genuine, even though the smile lacked feeling. 

The tour took just under two hours, and in that time Radan had chatted with everyone enough so as not to appear hurried or arrogant. 

***
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THE SERVANT’S SALARY included a free aircraft privilege: a private jet and the right to use it whenever, wherever, and for whatever purpose. There was no need to disclose the affair to anyone, and the media, somewhat surprisingly, didn't care.

Radan had to be pragmatic even though he didn't enjoy the thought of flying. On its longest routes, the intercontinental tube achieved a speed double that of sound, whereas the servant's plane travelled at a speed two or three times faster. The aircraft’s ability to land on the roofs of significant public buildings added convenience, as they were equipped for this purpose. The longest journeys lasted about as long as one dined. It was comfortable.

Radan’s aircraft represented the pinnacle of Arun’s technology. The enormous costs of developing the aircraft had once been buried so deeply in the depths of various budget items that the aircraft type’s true price wasn’t ascertained. The cost was relative, as there were no plans to abandon the aircraft's use. If they were built, it was also essential to fly them. Viewed thus, Radan’s air travel wouldn’t cost much. He also enjoyed the acceleration of takeoff—there was a sense of purpose in it. If that pleasant launch acceleration consumed considerable money, it wasn’t Radan’s loss. 

The highly esteemed Captain Harri piloted the Servant’s aircraft. He was in a class of his own among the world’s sparse community of flight captains. He knew aircraft technology better than the mechanics who serviced them. Overwhelming interest and talent had made him a legend at a young age. Serving as the servant’s personal pilot crowned his reputation.

The scarcity of pilots stemmed from the fact that after lengthy consideration, it had been concluded that commercial aviation would not be restarted after the catastrophe.

Outwardly, Harri’s excellence wasn’t apparent. He was a shortish, lean, and dry middle-aged man whose expression was always serious, even suffering. He seemed slow-moving, but in fact he moved at least as briskly as anyone. He simply didn’t make unnecessary movements. However, he made decisions in the aircraft in fractions of seconds. If there was an opportunity to laze about, he never passed up that possibility. Rumour also had it that in his private life, he was a real livewire.
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Chapter 6  Choosing the New Deputy Secretary
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Radan couldn’t enjoy the comfortable, yet meaningless, routines of the leader, as the appointment of the new deputy secretary was inevitably ahead. The limited number of potential candidates made Radan edgy about the choice.

Investigating a broader pool of candidates didn’t appeal, and the mysterious Sita organisation worried Radan. So Radan’s mind increasingly held the thought that ultimately the most important thing wasn’t competence but that the chosen person wasn’t a Sitaist.

Radan also vividly recalled the previous time, when the council would have preferred Arbelle over him. That deceptive woman was back in the mix, stronger than ever. He felt awful.

Radan was worried about the age distribution of the world’s key players. Radan was the youngest servant of all time. In principle, that should have flattered his self-esteem, but it caused unease.

If Radan’s bête noire Arbelle were chosen, youth would be overemphasised in the world’s leadership positions. Arbelle's age was nearly identical to Radan's.

Radan was aware that he was the root of the youth problem, albeit without his own contribution. 

Una di Dejekal had experience, and though her reputation was controversial, her competence, superior knowledge, and brilliant memory hadn’t been questioned. But Radan suspected Una’s support wasn’t sufficient among the council members. Her unflattering reputation as a demagogue had spread to the capital. Even Radan didn’t regard Una with unreservedly positive feelings.

He remained in a state of indecision right up to the start of the selection meeting held in the Council of Ninety. Radan hadn’t announced his candidate beforehand. Eyebrows rose, but Radan’s ambivalence left no alternative.

When Radan arrived at the selection meeting at the council palace, black-speaking storm clouds wandered at furious speed across the sky’s dome, sometimes darkening the entire area, at other moments illuminating it again with bright radiance. His thoughts were equally polarising. No candidate was perfect, but was his opposition to Arbelle solely based on personal reasons that should not affect the decision?

Once the selection meeting began, Chairman Aranar presented the selection list. Among the candidates were both Una di Dejekal and Arbelle. So Una had at least some support. Perhaps it might suffice for selection after all, and Radan would avoid the shame of defeat if he proposed to Una. Or would Radan be voted down? His mind was in constant chaos, opinion changing every second.

As the meeting proceeded, the servant finally had to present his candidate. Radan felt like he was participating in a game whose name, nature, or rules he didn't know. 

“If you please, honorary servant, whom do you propose as the new deputy secretary?” Chairman Aranar asked, his voice correct as always.

Radan still didn’t know whom to nominate. Just then the sun suddenly pushed out from behind a black cloud, and its rays through the chamber’s side window dazzled the surprised Radan. He instinctively ducked and brought his hand to his eyes. The chamber’s technical master was up to his tasks, and the nanoelectric blind slid quickly across the window, blocking the sun. Radan rubbed his eye for form’s sake for a moment, just to gain even a moment’s time.

“No trouble, I was just surprised.”

The silence lasted another five seconds; gazes were nailed to him. 

Then Radan slowly rose to his feet and said, "I nominate Arbelle Feiner as deputy secretary."

For a brief moment, the chamber was silent, and then Radan thought he heard a collective sigh of relief. The chairman wasn’t flustered but ordered a vote. The result was eighty-five votes in favour and five against. Arbelle was the new deputy secretary. 

Ritualistic foot-stamping ensued, and Radan participated in it more vigorously than he wanted.

Following the stamping, Sienna and Radan shared a brief glance. Sienna smiled, and Radan offered a slight nod. He'd made the best of a terrible situation, and surprisingly, it wasn't as awful as he'd feared. The choice had been clear-cut. From a purely political perspective, Radan had done what he had to. Now, the planet Arun must confront the issue of youth.​
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Chapter 7  Second Time in the Situation Room
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Deputy Secretary Arbelle began her work independently and with noticeable momentum. She convened another meeting in the Future Centre’s situation room to assess the status of the approaching alien object near Arun and determine any necessary actions. She invited Radan to attend, as he was already familiar with the matter. Radan accepted, surprised. 

A small mix-up occurred at the start of the meeting. Pelle turned up and said that he could act as the meeting's assistant and doorman. Arbelle replied that she had already arranged with the servant for Pomzonu to act as doorman, and she had to keep her promise, unfortunately. Pelle left somewhat reluctantly, and Pomzonu, who had arrived at the situation room in Arbelle's wake, moved to sit near the door. Radan nodded, as if accepting the arrangement, though no discussion had taken place about assistance or a "doorman". The message was obvious: Pelle was not welcome, whatever that meant. Arbelle was playing games.

Natalie, Jaelah, Arbelle, and Radan—the former quartet—sat around the oval table. A large screen displayed a new image of the approaching object. Barely anything had changed from before, though the graininess had reduced. 

Arbelle took charge. She wanted future reporting on global monitoring to come primarily to her, with coordination as needed. Jaelah seemed uneasy, glancing at Radan, who gave no reaction.

“What’s happened since the last briefing?” Arbelle asked.

Natalie checked her notes before answering. Her demeanour was respectful, but tension flickered at the corners of her mouth.

“The object’s trajectory has narrowed. It’s heading directly here, within a margin of a hundred thousand kilometres. In cosmic terms, that’s extraordinarily precise. Its speed remains uncertain—definitely below light-speed, but perhaps not by much. In any case, the speed is unbelievable.”

“What does that imply for energy requirements?” Radan asked.

“Approaching light speed requires exponentially increasing energy—the last ten per cent demands near-infinite power, which is impossible. Even if the object isn’t close to that final stretch, it’s far beyond our capabilities. Deceleration would require equal energy to acceleration. Whether it carries such reserves is unknown.”

“So what can we do?” Arbelle asked.

“Assuming collision risk: we’ve modified the asteroid defence system,” Natalie said. “If it isn't decelerating two weeks before impact, we can launch twenty high-yield nuclear charges, hoping at least one hits. Fighters could clear debris. Special training is underway under Colonel Sirat. But uncertainty remains."

"And if there's no collision risk, what would you do then?" Arbelle asked.

"In that case, we do nothing. The object vanishes into the void, and we never learn what it was.”

“And if it contains living beings, and we fire on them?” Radan asked.

“No risk,” Jaelah said. “If it were us, deceleration would need to start months in advance to avoid lethal g-forces. Any occupants couldn’t withstand faster braking. We have ample safety margins. If there are beings inside, deceleration should begin within weeks from now, taking months to arrive.”

“So we have plenty of time to react?”

“Aye, there is time. We take care of the actions required, but you—deputy secretary and servant—must make the decision,” Jaelah said.

“There is no reason to fear responsibility,” Arbelle said. “If all goes well, no one will notice. If all goes badly, no one will be left to criticise.”
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Chapter 8  Master Kamjin's Visit
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Pomzonu had been delighted by his transfer to the servant’s office, even though it meant moving from Kanjon and being farther from his mentor, Kari. The arrangement was temporary for now, but Pomzonu's demeanour made it clear he had no intention of returning to Kanjon under Deputy Secretary Arbelle's command.

Pomzonu didn’t blend seamlessly with the palace’s polished bureaucracy, but Radan didn’t particularly care.

On one of his first days at the servant’s palace, Pomzonu peered into Radan’s office.

“Doctor Mirev is waiting. And a Master Kamjin, some cobbler, is asking to see you. I told him straight: if the servant wants shoes, he’ll contact the cobbler, not the other way around. But Kamjin’s insistent. Says it’s not about footwear. He’d certainly appreciate even a few minutes of your time.”

“Master Kamjin, eh?” Radan glanced down. “Actually, I’m wearing a pair of his shoes right now. I’ve never had better. The only things that come close are my trainers. Kamjin made those too. When does he wish to come?”

“He’s visiting the capital and can come at short notice.”

“Two hours from now suits me. I’d be glad to see the old master again. And now, ask Dr Mirev to come in.”

Pomzonu left and returned moments later with Adjutant Biberg close behind.

“A thousand apologies, honourable servant,” Biberg said. “But I was under the impression that I was the servant’s adjutant, not this young... er... gentleman.”

“Quite right, Biberg. You are the adjutant,” Radan replied. “But this concerns old Kanjon business, which Pomzonu is familiar with. I didn’t want to trouble you because you handle more important duties. There’ll be similar matters in the future.” He kept his tone neutral.

“Of course. I merely wished to clarify.”

“Thank you, Biberg. You may go.”

Biberg left, though his feet seemed reluctant to move.

Radan turned to Pomzonu.

“Dr Mirev can come now—if Biberg allows it.”

Dr Mirev had a brief affair: a new anti-inflammatory Egerdis medicine with no side effects. Mirev looked so troubled and spoke in such a quiet and uncertain voice that Radan guessed there was something dodgy about the matter. The situation wasn’t improved by Mirev’s explanation that the medicine in question wasn’t registered and that it wouldn’t be wise to discuss it with outsiders.

Radan had no reason to ask more. He accepted the pills and thanked Mirev for his care. He knew perfectly well what the situation was about. Mirev’s fault was being uncompromisingly honest, and compromise showed on the surface.

Radan remained sitting for a moment with the pill bottle in his hand. Then he pushed the pills into his pocket, unable to decide whether he’d use the dubious pills or not. His subconscious whispered shamelessly that he would indeed use them, but an acceptable excuse for breaking his principles was still being refined.

Two hours later, Pomzonu escorted the elderly Master Kamjin to the conference room. Kamjin looked nervous and awkward, as if ashamed of his existence. Pomzonu withdrew, leaving the master in Radan’s care.

“Please, sit down.”

Kamjin glanced around the grand room, visibly overwhelmed. Speaking seemed a struggle.

“I... I’m ashamed to disturb you.”

“Nonsense. The servant’s duty is to serve. Sit comfortably and tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Well, this matter is probably not anything. But my conscience won’t rest unless I speak. The opportunity arose while I’m here on business.”

The master’s agitation didn’t ease. His breaths came fast, his hands fidgeting.

“Very well. Speak in your own way, at your own pace. I have time.”

Radan made his voice reassuring. A thousand matters clamoured disjointedly in his mind, none related to Master Kamjin. He forced himself to focus.

“You know, I’m a member of the Sita organisation.”

At the word Sita, Radan felt an electric pulse shoot through him. He knew Kamjin was Sitan, but this added a new dimension. He was no longer in a hurry.

“Go on, please.” Radan leaned forward slightly, and Kamjin, sensing his interest, grew bolder.

“Well, the Sita house has decent common areas. Once, by chance, I overheard a conversation—about you, honourable servant. Or you were deputy secretary then.”

Kamjin explained how he had dozed off in the Sita library nook, only to wake as men entered, unaware of his presence. They had mentioned Radan’s name.

“Tell me, what were these men like? You didn’t see them?”

“No. They never knew I was there. I only heard their voices.”

“And what were they like?”

Kamjin described them: one was unmistakably Dolmian, though his voice wasn’t particularly distinctive. Another’s was slightly high for a man, and the third’s was deep.

“If you heard those voices again, could you recognise them?”

“I’m not sure. The Dolmian would be hardest, because they all sound alike. I’m not great at telling them apart. The other two had quite distinct voices—I might recognise them if I heard them again.”

“Good. But what exactly did they say? About me and other things?”

“I'll only repeat what I heard. It’s not flattering.”

“I don't blame you.”

“Well... the deep-voiced man said Radan was a risk, a danger to everything. The others were sceptical, but he insisted. ‘Radan is an idealist.’ That’s what he said—an idealist. Said Radan could cause significant harm because he doesn’t grasp the greater good. Something like that. Then he said... Radan had to be removed, and the servant could arrange it.”

“The servant?” Radan frowned.

“Yes, the previous Servant XLI. A thousand apologies, but this man also called Radan a ‘gullible, stupid fool, a danger to the civilisation.’ Said Radan wouldn’t know how to use power when the world was at risk. Then the others seemed to agree. That’s all I caught. They sat there a while, then left. The lights went out, and I stayed hidden a long time before leaving. When I finally stepped into the corridor, no one was around.”

“Wait, Master—when did this conversation happen?”

Kamjin gave the date. Radan quickly calculated: it was just before the first attempt to remove him as deputy secretary. That made sense, but the speakers’ identities remained unknown. 

When Kamjin had left, Radan waved at Pomzonu to come closer.

“Pomzonu, what comes to mind when you hear ‘Sita’ or ‘the Sita organisation’?”

“Uh, not much. I have a mate who was into it once, but I know little. Singles’ group—not my thing. Don’t need to be single when women don’t look at me anyway. But I did visit one of their hotels once to meet him.”

“They have hotels?”

“Yeah, a whole chain, but they keep it quiet.The placee is called the Hotel Eternal Bliss. Looks run-down at first glance: shabby reception, dingy restaurant. But when you look closer, everything’s spotless. The food’s amazing. Then you get to the rooms, and it’s like heaven. Gym, spa, saunas—all top-notch. Somehow it’s freakishly clean; it must cost a fortune, but they hide it.”

“I’ve never even heard of the Hotel Eternal Bliss.”

“They don’t advertise. Their own people know about it. That’s all I’ve got—never cared much for the whole thing.”

“That’s already more than I knew.”​
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Chapter 9  The Work of the Servant
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Radan's official duties consisted largely of representation and the routine handling of state affairs. A steady stream of delegations arrived from all corners of the world, each bearing concerns tied to some specialised field or cause, which they wished to bring to the servant’s attention for consideration. Almost without exception, they asked for money, cloaked in some lofty principle. Radan couldn’t help but marvel at their approach; the servant had no authority to grant even the smallest budget allocation. Thankfully, not a single anarchist commune had yet made a financial demand.

He had quickly noticed one significant change in his personal life. When he had been appointed deputy secretary, women had suddenly, as if by magic, stopped seeing him as a dull little mouse and found him utterly charming. But the moment he became the Servant XLII, that charm had vanished just as abruptly. Now he was merely “the honourable servant"—never "servant, my darling." In that respect, things had returned to safe ground. Radan sensibly concluded that it was better to have been charming for a brief time than never at all. Many men went through their whole lives without experiencing it even for the blink of an eye.

The Sita community lingered in Radan’s thoughts more and more often. Master Kamjin's visit made him nervous. As the deputy secretary, Arbelle now oversaw Sita’s surveillance, so meeting her was unavoidable, although difficult.

* * *
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WHEN RADAN’S PLANE, piloted by Captain Harri, touched down on the rooftop landing pad of the Future Centre and he was ushered to Arbelle’s office, an odd sensation came over him. This had once been his office, where he had received countless visitors, where he had paced back and forth, ordering his thoughts. Now he surveyed the same space as a stranger, though nothing had changed; the refurbished office floor was in pristine condition, as expected.

Arbelle, the office’s current occupant, stood before him—statuesque, unmoving, and as enigmatic as ever. Everything about Arbelle’s demeanour signalled that the deputy secretary would fulfil his wishes precisely, but not a millimetre beyond. They sized each other up like opponents in some sport, probing for weaknesses.

The visit started stiffly, adhering to a script of polite formalities, but it couldn't end there. Even knowing he was the world’s worst conversationalist—the polar opposite of Pelle—Radan had to take the initiative. He shifted to a lighter, more familiar tone, to which Arbelle responded, matching his level exactly, never betraying whether this slight change in direction was welcome. The ice didn’t thaw, and Radan had to move to the real matter at hand.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
i /

anity's Borderland

& -





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





