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​Randy de la Serna - May 28-29, 2179 - McMurdo, Antarctica

Local rumors said the stranger had been brought to town by the snowstorm. Only Randy’s parents knew the truth—or part of it.

Dr. Ilya Osokin, Randy’s stepfather, had taken the man in before returning to his clinic. On days like that one, the road was no place for a caravan, let alone a lone traveler: too few inhabited stations, too much ice, nowhere to hide from the night.

The guest’s name was Vassiliy Rakhmanov. He was old, yet straight as an arrow, though clearly worn. His build matched that of most locals, but his skin was unnaturally pale, as if he had spent years away from the sun. Remarkably, he still had all his teeth—a rare luxury in post-Blackout Antarctica, usually reserved for the very young. His skin clung tightly to the bones of his face; deep, jagged wrinkles cracked his forehead and gathered around his eyes and nose like fractures in stone. Beneath thick silver brows, his grey eyes held the chill of ice, while his smile radiated an almost innocent warmth, lively and disarming.

He towered over everyone else. His overalls were nothing like the clothing worn by Antarctic settlers: dark gray, faintly gleaming, made of tightly interlocking scales that resembled fish skin or lizard hide. At first glance the material looked rigid, but Rakhmanov moved in it with unsettling ease.

Randy couldn’t miss the reverence in his stepfather’s manner. With an enthusiasm rare for the usually somber doctor, Ilya seated the guest by the fire. He had sheltered travelers before—but never one wrapped in such careful mystery.

Rakhmanov turned out to be moderately talkative. Before long, he and eight-year-old Randy were discussing electricity—the rarest resource of all.

“Where does it come from if it’s not magic?” Randy asked. “I mean... who makes it?”

“Electricity,” Rakhmanov said, his eyes brightening, “is the movement of tiny, negatively charged particles—electrons—that carry energy from one end of a conductor to the other.”

Randy blinked.

“That energy gives us heat and light,” the man continued. “It turns wheels, powers tools. To most people, it looks like magic.”

“Tiny?” He squinted at the spoon. “Like—smaller than a grain of salt?”

Rakhmanov chuckled. “Smaller. You can’t see them — not with your eyes, not with a magnifier. But they’re everywhere.”

“Even in McMurdo?” Randy lowered his voice, like the blizzard might hear.

“They’re part of us as well. They fuel your thoughts.”

Randy sat back, spoon forgotten.

“Okay—so what makes them go?”

Rakhmanov hesitated — his long, knotted fingers tapping gently on the chair’s armrest, as if searching for a memory.

“The wind. Flowing water. The warmth of the sun. We could start with that... if you want.”

From the kitchen, Alda’s voice cut across the room.

“Randy!” she snapped gently, clearing scraps of fried shells, pickled radish, seaweed bread. “Don’t pester our guest. He’s tired.”

She was a small woman, fine-boned and quiet, but carried herself with a certain gravity — like stone beneath snow. Her black hair was twisted high and fixed with a carved bone pin.

Rakhmanov tilted his head.

"You come from Mirny like your husband?" 

Alda set the tea down with a hand that didn't shake, though Randy saw her eyes flicker toward the door. She’d been in McMurdo eight years, ever since she’d fled the gallows at Port Amundsen with Randy still in her womb. She rarely spoke of Eino or the Winged Sun, but the "stone beneath the snow" in her posture always returned when travelers mentioned the Prophet.

"Port Amundsen is a madhouse now," she said, her voice flat. "Not a place for a man with a notebook.”

Rakhmanov reached into his gray belly bag and pulled out a small, battered notebook and a stub of a pencil — both worn but intact. To Randy, they looked like treasure.

“Now,” the traveler said, “I’ll show you what an electrical circuit is.”

He drew a quick scheme with fluid, practiced motion.

“And if this snow keeps falling another day or two, we might even build a wind turbine. You’ve got scrap metal, right? Old batteries? Some copper wire?”

Randy’s face fell.

“Used to. You could haul home anything you could drag. Now the Prince’s rats guard it.”

Rakhmanov raised an eyebrow.

“The Prince’s men,” Alda cut in sharply. “Randy, don’t talk about them like that.”

“Why not?” the boy muttered. “It used to belong to everyone.”

Rakhmanov paused, tapping the pencil against the edge of the notebook.

“When people aren’t ready to fight for something,” he said, voice low, “those who are take it. Can’t really blame you kids. Let me guess — they had guns?”

“Yeah,” Randy answered, quieter now. “Big ones.”

“So now you’ve got a Prince. Could be worse. Could be an Emperor,” Rakhmanov sighed. His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“They took the coal. Now they own all of it,” the boy complained. 

“But where the hell did they even get firearms down here?” Rakhmanov asked, this time turning toward Alda.

“Not all our scientific facilities were as peaceful as they claimed,” Alda said, brushing crumbs into a tin bowl. “After the revolution on Mars, people started looking at each other with suspicion. Country by country. Corp by corp.”

“The ones that made it down here brought more than scientists,” she added. “They brought security. Private armies. Guns.”

Randy realized, with a sudden twist in his gut, that they still didn’t know much about this man. Not where he came from. Not where he was going. His mother, judging by her expression, knew little more. Does he have something to do with a private army? Who else wears lizard-scale armor and talks about electrons like they’re old friends?

“Roads. Power plants. All of it had to be guarded,” Alda continued. “This block of ice didn’t stay peaceful for long.”

Rakhmanov gave a low whistle, his fingers caressing his cat's fur.

“You don’t say. And here I thought there’d be more ice.”

The corner of Alda’s mouth lifted, just barely.

She poured steaming herbal tea into a chipped enamel mug and set it gently in front of him. Real coffee and wine — if they made it from South America at all — were sold in places like Railtown and Seven Winds, and only if smugglers were lucky and the Moon Cross patrols looked the other way.

Then Alda straightened, but her voice stayed careful.

“And you come from...?”

Just a traveler, Randy thought with a smirk.

Rakhmanov stood, leaned forward and, after a long pause, whispered something into her ear. She didn’t answer, but something in her posture changed — just slightly.

Randy noticed his mother's head slowly shaking as she overcame her stupor. He silently regretted not being let in on the secret. However, he resolved to uncover the truth, no matter the cost.

"So, how did you make it through the Blackout?" Alda asked, agitated. "Looks like it didn't harm you too much?"

“Perhaps,” the man said, his voice dropping to a low, resonant hum, “the Blackout wasn’t the accident people have been taught to believe.”

The woman glanced around, likely pondering where to send her son so she could have a more in-depth talk with the guest. But with the snowfall and rising wind, it was hardly suitable weather for playing outside—especially if her restless son had an urge to wander onto the icy pier. Randy, for his part, was upset that he wasn't trusted with the secret; in his eight years, he had never spilled a single one and was quite proud of it.

"By the way," Rakhmanov said, turning to the hostess and once again trying to ease the tension, "are you one of those de la Sernas who were the first to reforest the continent?"

"Almost," Alda answered cautiously. "My grandfather and uncle worked on terraforming, and my father ran the power plant. But how do you know about that?"

"Their work helped us establish our own home. We owe a great deal to Antarctica."

“Okay, enough talking. Can you show it?” Randy asked, once his mother had left, leaving the guest in his care."I mean, electricity.”

When the boy was curious about something, he could be incredibly persistent, and his instinct told him that the guest might know more than even his own parents.

"Now fetch your fluffy friend."

Randy lifted the sleepy, weakly protesting Firefly off the stove.

"Would you like to pet it and see what happens?"

Wondering what could be so unusual about it, Randy obeyed. Two barely visible sparks flickered out from beneath the boy's palm.

"I've seen this before, but never really paid attention!"

"Lightning in the sky is just like those sparks—they have the same nature. Tomorrow we'll draw a circuit, and I'll explain how it works and what it does... You'll need to know this if you want electricity in your house someday..."

Randy, in turn, had plenty of stories to share with the guest—about legendary snow dogs the size of yaks, about the gang of Lost Kids, whose cruelty was rivaled only by the Moon Cross Brotherhood, and about the strange friendship between a fisherman's daughter and a mighty killer whale. What was true and what was pure imagination, no one could say for certain anymore.

As sometimes happened, Doctor Osokin and Arseny arrived from the infirmary late at night. There had been a complex fracture, and as usual, alcohol was the only anesthesia available.

Randy quickly served them dinner, only to be sent off to the barn to heat water for washing. He couldn't help but feel annoyed—his father didn't seem that eager to bathe; clearly, some important conversations were taking place without him, grown-up talk. The kind that happened over his head on purpose. Randy hated that. Being small didn’t mean being stupid.

By morning, the snowfall had eased, and Randy, afraid the guest might leave too soon, hung on his every move, every word.

At breakfast, Doctor Osokin, Rakhmanov and Arseny discussed vaccinations.

They explained how they cultivated penicillin mold and weakened cultures of harmful microbes in test tubes. During the summer, they relied on ice from the Central Glacier to maintain the necessary temperatures, making them entirely dependent on traders. Winter, however, presented the opposite challenge—preventing the valuable samples from overfreezing.

Randy had heard plenty from his father about microbes and how dangerous they were, but he hadn't known that his father and brother were actively growing this "infection"!

Noticing the boy's alarmed expression, Ilya quickly reassured him, explaining that weakened pathogens, far from being harmful, actually protected people.

"Does your hospital still have thermostats? Refrigeration units? Emergency heaters?" Rakhmanov asked. "Or have they all been stripped for spare parts?"

"We've got plenty of equipment—the lasers alone are impressive. But they're less useful than my fridge: at least I can store something in it," the doctor grunted, stroking his beard.

"I'll start with that, if you don't mind me staying here a while. If it works, I'll figure something out for the hospital too," Rakhmanov said.

At the word "stay," Randy nearly burst out in excitement. Thirteen-year-old Arseny's blue eyes opened wide.

"What are you talking about now? Surely not about electricity?"

"Yeah. I'll look for materials at your Dump and try to put together a wind turbine—just a small one for now."

"Oh, you should talk to Randy! He's the dump expert!" Arseny smirked, never missing a chance to mock the younger boy.

"I'm surprised no one took care of this earlier, with such wealth right at hand," Rakhmanov shook his head.

"Someone's tried building a wind turbine, right?" Arseny asked his father.

"Old Master Matsubara tried, but it didn't work out for him..." Doctor Osokin sighed. "Either he couldn't find the right elements, or he didn't know how to assemble them properly."

The intended visit to the Dump seriously worried Alda, especially since Randy had decided to accompany the guest no matter what.

"You're not planning to go around security, are you?" she asked the old man.

"Of course not. I avoid trouble as long as the trouble avoids me.”

About a century ago, after the cold circumpolar current vanished from around Antarctica, snow in McMurdo became a rare and fleeting sight. But these days, a fierce blizzard raged over the city, as if exacting vengeance for all the quiet years that had come before.

The fishing boats, hauled ashore and draped in tarps, had transformed into white mounds stretching in a chain along the shore; with each passing day, these mounds grew taller. The town dwellers barely managed to clear the snow from their roofs, greeting each morning with a stream of curses. The pitch-black seawater seemed to boil in the freezing air, crashing against the shore and dragging the volcano-born pebbles with a deep roar.

Clinging to each other to avoid falling in the wind on the slippery street, the old man and the boy reached the city gates, where they were stamped with a garish pink exit seal. The guards, along with the rare passerby, were surprised that they weren't sitting by the fire in such miserable weather. 

Randy joked that he went outside to save on coal at home. But the joke was more than half true: in winter, his house never got warm enough to walk around in less than two sweaters, and he only bathed once a week during this time of year. So far, the town had enough fuel—but for how long? The boy didn't know.

"I can understand shutting down one power plant. But around the world—how?" Randy wondered, lifting his feet high in the sticky snow.

“The sun isn’t always a friend, Randy. Every few centuries, it rages. It throws an invisible wind so powerful it screams across the void and slams into the world. Anything with a wire became a fuse. Anything with a memory became a blank slate. In one afternoon, the sun burned the brain out of human civilization.”

Randy rolled his eyes. “Not the invisible stuff again.”

"Yes, Randy. They burned all the devices that were left unprotected. And I'll tell you, in the first year, as many people died as in both World Wars combined... But I doubt that you know what a World War is."

The boy narrowed his dark brown eyes in disbelief.

"We live like this for so long..."

“You’re lucky, Randy. You were born to the ice. But in the old world, people lived in hives—towers that scraped the clouds and ‘well-cities’ that bored deep into the earth. People lived there by the millions, you could say on top of each other.”

To imagine everything his guest was telling him cost Randy a great effort, as if he was climbing a steep and slippery rock. 

“The sun went into a rage, Randy,” Rakhmanov said, pausing to catch his breath against the wind. “It threw a tantrum of fire that turned every wire into a fuse. In the megacities—the great hives that bored deep into the earth—the lights just... went out. Millions were trapped in the dark, depending on machines that had forgotten how to breathe.”

Randy squinted through the snow, trying to imagine a city under his feet. “They couldn’t just walk out?”

“From half a kilometer down? With no elevators and the stairs choked with panicked souls?” Rakhmanov shook his head. “When the robots died, they didn’t even know how to bake a potato, let alone find the surface.”

Randy looked at the man with a bit of distrust. "Poor idiots... “

“We were arrogant, Randy. We stopped printing books. We put our history, our medicine, and our maps into the air—into digital clouds. When the sun struck, the clouds evaporated. Every formula, every blueprint, every ‘how-to’ for survival vanished in a heartbeat.”

“So, you've witnessed all this mayhem?"

"No, but I've seen my fair share of terrible things too. Starting from finding myself alone on a deserted island."

"Is it really so bad? No one talks in your ear, no one forces you to go to sleep when you don't want to," the boy objected.

"A day or two, it can be fun. But weeks, months, and years — that's another kind of torture. Especially when you don't know if you'll ever see people again or if you are just going to rot." Rakhmanov suddenly slumped and now seemed frail. "I had to talk to a feral pig just to keep from losing my mind."

"And then? You built a boat, right?"

"A bunch of evil guys came for me, the kind you'd never want to deal with, but they played their part in my fate. That's why I'd never advise you to despair, even if things go out of control."

"Were they pirates or something?"

“You could say that, Randy. They call themselves Nautilus. Every so often, they show up in coastal towns like yours, sniffing out whatever still has value—metals, machines that haven’t died yet, people who still remember how things work. The last are the hardest to replace.”

“Don’t they have anything to trade?”

“Sometimes they pay and leave without blood. Other times they don’t bother. Either way, the result is the same. You can lose a machine and survive. You lose the one person who knows how to fix it, and the town rots from the inside out. No apprentices, no memory—just slow collapse.”

Randy replied with a grim “uh-huh.” Things like that happened everywhere. It had been the same when his grandfather, Orlando de la Serna, died — and Port Amundsen fell into the hands of the Moon Cross like a ripe apple.

“They wanted me to stay. They fed me well, gave me a bed, protection, privileges meant for the “worthy.” As if that made it clean.” Rakhmanov went on. “I would have had to become one of them. So I ran. Even knowing it might take years. Even knowing what it would cost."

Randy's mind was overwhelmed with questions; the only one he dared to ask was:

"Can they ever come here?"

"If they find it necessary."

Randy swallowed. “He’s awful, but... he’s got guns. If anyone can stop them, it’s him.”

Rakhmanov shook his head.

"Right now, I'd better avoid princes, kings, and other human trash. But it will be good if your dad informs the townsfolk."

The “Castle” loomed ahead—a jagged cluster of reddish rock and rusted steel that had once been a recycling factory. Now, it was just a fortress for the Junkyard Prince.

“They used to make things here,” Randy muttered, eyeing the crossbowmen on the barricade. “Useful things. Now the Prince just sits on the scrap and shoots anyone who touches it.”

“A king of trash,” Rakhmanov chuckled, though his hand drifted toward his boot. “The world is full of them lately.”

Both crossbowmen wore dirty white balaclavas that left only their eyes exposed, making them look like filthy snowmen. Seeing the guests, the valiant guards straightened up. One of them readied his weapon, despite the absence of threat. Randy showed no fear; he only wondered if their miserable job paid well.

"Morning, guys," Rakhmanov switched from Russian, which he had been speaking with Randy, to English. "Can we get inside?"

“Brought any bullets? Coffee? Batteries?” the guard grunted, his breath frosting his balaclava.

“Something more rare,” Rakhmanov said. He produced two thin white tubes from his sleeve.

The guard scowled, prodding one with a clumsy, gloved finger. “What is it? Medicine?”

“Better,” Rakhmanov smiled. “It’s sugar. Can you read the label, or should I just let you taste it?”

"I'll do it!" roared the second guard, slapping his companion hard on the forearm."Father! Do you have more? I'd trade you a chunk of seal fat!"

"I'm giving away my last..." Rakhmanov sighed, making Randy a bit sad.

The guards exchanged glances, figuring out what to do next with the stranger.

"With this, you'll only take five kilos each. Give me another dose, and you can take ten. Where there's two sugars, there's usually a third..."

My ass! You've never seen it before! Randy thought, while Rakhmanov just shrugged apologetically.

"OK, move it."

The barrier lifted, and the adventurers entered a vast space, the ground hidden beneath a layer of garbage. Rusty metal cans, plastic bottles, and broken glass crunched underfoot. Meanwhile, the snow had stopped falling.

"Nothing good here," said the boy, with confidence. "The best things are deeper in."

"As always," Rakhmanov said with a smile.

"Maybe you could tell me how you ended up on the island?" Randy decided to approach it gently, hoping that the mysterious old man might, at least indirectly, reveal where he had come from, how he got to Antarctica, and most importantly — why.

"I'm a flight engineer and joined the crew to replace an injured colleague," Rakhmanov explained. "We were searching for places where civilization had endured, on a flying ship—one of many that used to exist."

"Wow! You mean, some of them are functional?"

"Yes. Not all the ships were lost to the Blackout. But my crew turned against me, and I ended up marooned on the goddamn island. The rest, you already know."

"Where are you really from? Soviet Union?" The boy named the most distant place he had ever heard about. Why was Rakhmanov so hesitant to admit it out loud?

"How much farther do we have to go?" 

The man was obviously reluctant to reveal his origins. And who was Randy to insist?

The boy pointed to a green ribbon tied to an iron stake, fluttering in the wind. Then, spotting something in the snow, he stepped aside and picked up a doll. Its long silver dress, embroidered and untouched by time, shone faintly through the grime. The doll had the figure of an adult woman—breasts, a slim waist, and hips—with blue hair flowing down to its knees and shiny blue eyes that could close (though the left eye was missing, leaving a dark hollow in its place). The seal hunters from Bone Island would trade an entire seal for a toy like this: they believed humanoid dolls to be talismans that brought good fortune and fertility.

"We need a wire, a rotor, and any kind of battery," Rakhmanov said as they came upon a flag Randy had crafted during a previous visit to mark a 'sweet spot.'

"I wish I knew what this battery of yours looks like," Randy muttered.

"A cube with a lightning bolt logo and the inscription 'Lindon Power,'" he said, outlining the cube's approximate dimensions with his hands, "or one with a cat's head and the word 'Irbis' in Russian. Ever come across these designs?"

"Not yet. Maybe we should check the transporter," Randy said, pointing to a white mound three times as tall as himself. "A whole bunch of guys couldn't break it apart, but maybe you can!"

Rakhmanov smiled quietly at the boy still thinking he was a wizard, then pointed a dry finger at the end of a wire sticking out of the snow, barely visible to the attentive eye. The wire was a little longer than Randy's own height—hardly anything at all. But Rakhmanov was pleased. 

He coiled the wire in his hand and tucked it at the bottom of his backpack, from which he had thoughtfully removed everything except a set of tools in a matte metal case. Then, with the energy of a twenty-year-old, he dashed to the transporter and began clearing the snow from it with his hands. 

The transporter was still formidable, despite the fact that the locals had already stripped it of its caterpillar tracks, unscrewing and tearing off everything they could from the outside. Once cleared of snow, the machine resembled a swordtail, a trilobite, or some other prehistoric arthropod. 

The hull was covered in scratches and dents from countless blows from axes, hacksaws, and various other tools all used in vain. A crack as thin as a spider's thread, where the operator's cabin sealed, had been unsuccessfully widened with a knife, as the locals hadn't quite realized that this was more complicated than opening a can of tuna. Randy still couldn't figure out where the driver's cabin was: perhaps the machine had been operating autonomously until Blackout shut it down.

"See that black notch?" Rakhmanov asked the boy. "That's where the machine's eye was, through which it scanned the space around it. If we can open the casing, we'll have everything we need, and won't have to go any further."

"There's no keyhole," Randy said, annoyed—he wasn't about to trudge through the junkyard until dark, even for the sake of mystical electricity. "Oh, wait, I'm sorry—here it is."

"Exactly... Electronics are electronics, but in an emergency, the operator should be able to open the cabin manually. Not to mention the repair robot..."

The well was located on the "spine" of the transporter, where a small ladder led up the rounded side. The keyhole was shaped like a sun with short rays. 

After removing his backpack, Rakhmanov opened a case filled with strange tools that looked more like a surgeon's kit than a mechanic's. Inside, there were three levels, and the flight engineer carefully extended the bottom one. Taking a tool that resembled a knitting needle with a handle handcrafted of plastic, he carefully inserted it into the center of the "sun," twisted it, but then shook his head in disappointment. 

He tried one metal piece after another from the case, but got the same result. Then Rakhmanov extended the second section of the case and pulled out a small, flat gray box, about the size of his palm. When he placed it against the lock, it beeped loudly, and four red dots lit up in its rounded corner.

"We're in luck! The lock is still operational," Rakhmanov said. With a quiet click, the box seemed to latch onto the lock. "The casing should open when the lights turn green," he explained. "And while the code is being figured out, let's wander around and see if there's anything else we might need."

"Nuts, bolts, clamps – I've got a whole box of them in the shed," Randy said cheerfully.

"Wires! We need more wires! Turn on your junk sense, young man!"

"Right away, sir!"

"Just drop the 'sir,' alright?"

As midday approached, Rakhmanov's "magic" box still hadn't managed to hack the transporter. Meanwhile, Randy had unearthed an entire coil of wire from the scrap heap when he noticed a long blue shadow stretched across the snow.

Another guard—a broad-shouldered man clad in a thick camouflage jacket trimmed with dog fur. He wasn't present at the checkpoint, when they entered the junkyard. Most likely, he'd come down from the Castle, having spotted Randy and Rakhmanov from the rooftop. 

Instead of a crossbow, this guard carried a versatile American M-337 rifle with an under-barrel grenade launcher. The town blacksmith and Randy's future mentor, Masako Matsubara, had given him a solid understanding of weapons and the power held by those wielding them. The boy sensed danger creeping in.

"How was the walk, guys?" the stranger asked, his voice utterly flat.

"Is this why you came all this way?" Randy hissed, smelling the rat.

"Your friend here is about to hand over all his sugar. And his boots. If he puts up a fight, he'll be taking a long, long nap. Old man! You're not going to argue, are you?"

The guard flicked the safety off his weapon, making his deadly intent unmistakable. Randy, well-acquainted with local ways, understood all too clearly that he and Rakhmanov weren't just being frightened for effect. The laws hastily drafted by the new ruler—arbitrary, yet far from accidental—offered protection to visitors only within the city limits. The dump, however, no longer qualified as part of the city, meaning that any armed man held absolute power here. The boy's stomach twisted into a knot, but his clarity of thought remained unshaken, and his eyes darted to the ground, searching for a possible weapon.

"Are you sure the boots will fit?" Rakhmanov asked unexpectedly softly, raising his hands palms-up toward his foe. "I'm at least a head taller than you."

"More isn't less. Get moving," said the man with the rifle, his nerves fraying at the stranger's outstanding composure.

"I'm carrying no more sugar," said the flight engineer, sitting down to untie his shoe. "I left everything back in the house."

"You're lying. You don't leave things like that lying around," the thug said through gritted teeth.

"The boy sees everything. You gonna kill him as well?" asked the old man.

"The kid won't say a bloody word, or I'll kill his whole petty family," the thug said heavily, glaring at the young boy. "Do you love your parents, buddy?"

Randy sullenly spat at the ground, his eyes landing on a rusty can dusted with snow. The main thing now was to pick the right moment, throw it, and make a run for it. But would the elderly Rakhmanov have the speed for such a dash?

"Please, lower the gun," Rakhmanov asked in the same reassuring tone, still fussing with his boot. 

Randy’s mouth went dry. Old man, stop talking like that. He’ll shoot.

At least one thing worked in Randy's favor: the guard's full attention was on the old man, giving the boy a chance to reach for the can. But his hopes shattered when the muzzle of the gun pressed against the flight engineer's head. In a situation like this, only a fool would risk throwing tin cans. The next moment, the gun roared, making Randy flinch as the bullet tore into the ground near his feet.

Evading the shot with a lightning-fast turn, Rakhmanov used something that looked like a pocket flashlight. A thing that he’d been hiding in his boot.

A burst of white light, a blood-curdling scream. 

Randy watched, paralyzed, as the man clawed at a face that was no longer skin, but bubbling, blackened carbon. The screaming didn’t sound human; it sounded like wet wood splitting in a fire. A second flash, a sickening crack, and the place went silent. Rakhmanov didn’t look at the body. He slid the device back into his boot with a steady, practiced hand and turned toward Randy. His eyes weren’t innocent anymore.

Behind him, a device emitted a prolonged beep, signaling the success of the break-in. The engineer reached out to place a hand on Randy's shoulder, but the boy jerked away and ran like a madman. His eyes burned. He couldn’t get air in fast enough. His legs moved before his brain did, while the relentless shrieking of the dying thug reverberated endlessly in his ears.
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​Herald from Nowhere
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​Veliard Reed - December 23, 2144 - Biostation #7, Antarctica

In my nightmare, I was plummeting again. The Earth was approaching rapidly and inevitably, like a monster’s greedy maw. I woke just before impact, my now-nonexistent heart pounding like a drum no one was playing. You’d think I’d outgrown that fear, the fear stitched to the meat I used to wear. But the memory of the crash still crawled into my dreams — bloated, alien, like a drowned body surfacing for the last silent scream.

I’d rather be dreaming of the Mars colonists, like I used to. Replaying history was cleaner than remembering meeting with Death.

In the daylight, I’m not afraid of flesh.

Not blood.

Not viscera.

How could I be afraid of what I used to be?

It’s like opening a system unit and shrieking at the wires. The horror doesn’t belong to the hardware. But night is different. Night reaches for the parts of you that still remember. That still haven’t been debugged. The places where no new chassis or clean operating system can quite reach.

Sometimes your subconscious taps you on the shoulder and says:

“Hey. Remember when you were soft? Stupid? Breakable?”

At dawn, I left the cottage to check how the pine seedlings of the Skadi variety were taking root. I cultivated them specially for planting in the thawed ground. After making sure that the trees were fine, I used some fertilizer to feed the weakest ones. Then I went for a walk around the biostation—the place which infected these barren lands with life. 

The sunrises and sunsets of Antarctica never ceased to delight me. Looking at them was like listening to a well-written symphony: each time, you discovered something new; each time, you were impressed by the wonderful combination of light shades, the sharp silhouettes of purple mountains, the overflow of ice, and the crimson clouds of bizarre shapes. 

Most of all, I loved it when the flaming disk, rising from behind the jagged horizon, fit the almost perfectly round hole of the Ring Mountain, making it look like a portal to Heaven.

I sat on a block of rock hanging over the cliff, Yanka beside me — the mutt gifted by my friends at the Winged Sun. Then a dot appeared inside the solar ring. Small at first. Growing.

Wings.

I zoomed in, five-fold, commanding the artificial eyes behind my irises. Out here, there’s only one kind of creature that flies like that — either a desmodus... or someone they’re watching. 

Four years had passed since I’d handed over Nautilus — my family’s empire — to hired managers. Two since I’d been officially declared dead.

Some bastard leaked everything — the video of my brain being removed, the shell frozen like an artifact. They found my larval body in the Pasadena cryochamber, minus the spinal cord. And still, I didn’t win in court.

Even the residents of the Soul Depositories have rights now — can’t hold office, can’t vote, but they exist. I tried to prove I was one of them. Spoke in a live holo session. Answered every question honestly.

Didn’t matter.

My brainless larval shell had been found by investigators in that Pasadena refrigerator. I sorely regretted not sending it to the furnace the moment I’d 'died.' To the rest of the world, I’m either a hoax, a devil, or a billionaire ghost dodging taxes.

I look human enough—face, hands, hair. In 'basic mode,' I’m just a man: maybe a little too still, a little too robust. No one suspects the truth unless they know what to look for. But to reclaim even a sliver of my status, I’d have to return to the States, stand trial, and let them biopsy the living tissue of my brain.

But every advisor I trust has begged me not to.

Because if the Moon Cross cult doesn’t kill me, the Lindons will. They’ve been circling Nautilus for years, teeth bared, waiting to tear it apart.

That was another reason why I chose seclusion in Antarctica: the ravenous attention of the press to every step and sigh that I made after my mother’s death. Five years later during my transformation, when I had to disappear for a long time, my assistants and I concocted a whole show with fake faces and false evidence beforehand.

We staged it all — the breakdown, the addiction, the spiral. Fake faces. False footage. My double in a luxury hotel room chasing ghosts only he could see.

The press ate it up. From Alaska to Sydney, they ran headlines like:

“CEO Loses Mind After Matriarch’s Death”

“From Mars to Madness: The Tragedy of Reed’s Son”

I’ve never been to Mars, but let them. That circus gave me cover to do the unthinkable.

And now?

Now I sit at the edge of the world, drinking fire-colored sunrises with a dog, watching shadows cross the sky, wondering if anyone else still remembers my name.

Therefore, when I noticed the desmodus, my first thought was to stay out of its sight. I didn’t expect any packages or messages at this time. Heliopolis would have notified me about sending a drone. But the winged messenger could have also been sent by a few Nautilus employees loyal to me, including those who had left their posts after our company lost its independence. 

I waited for the winged guest and stretched out my hand.

Flapping its membranous, glossy-black wings which reflected the sunlight, a small, nimble robot climbed onto my shoulder and frantically wheezed in the voice of Deadman. 

This wretched song always triggered panic before I even knew why. Then came the other voice. The only one that ever mattered.

Whiskey.

Wilhelmina Keller.

My distant love.

Her tone was urgent. Measured. And final.

"Go underground," she said. "You have less than an hour."

She told me she might not survive. That I shouldn’t lose myself in grief when it happened.

Not if.

When.

I never inherited my mother’s honey badger spirit. Could’ve taken a lab chair at one of our underwater stations, but I couldn’t stomach life under a hundred meters of pressure, breathing the same stale air for years. 

Biostation #7 stood as proof of my ambition — and my exile. Built from my own designs, with my own funding, it operated under the flag of the Winged Sun.

Technically, I had to join their organization just to get building rights in Antarctica. But after a while, it stopped feeling like a front. It felt like the right place. The right people.

It would be a lie to say I did it all for Whiskey. The idea had been germinating long before her. Since the day the Moon Cross murdered my mother. Since they shattered my body and mind in equal measure. Since I realized they wouldn’t stop until they had nukes or spores or some other holy fire to burn humanity down — even if they had to be the smoke rising into the sky.

Though I doubt heaven is waiting for them. No one is.

The Winged Sun took anyone with vision — scientists, builders, dreamers — as long as their work didn’t violate the code. Even before my transformation, I’d been sending them heliocoin donations with the same encrypted note:

“Miracles don’t happen by themselves.”

That phrase became my passcode when Whiskey finally invited me to join.

Later, when I’d earned enough trust to ask questions, Deputy Chair Jiang Mei told me that no one named Wilhelmina Keller had ever worked for them. Only one Wilhelmina had ever been on the Winged Sun roster — a woman named Heiss, long dead. A promising young mind, murdered by Geryon Lindon.

A tragedy like that can gather devotees. Fanatics.

So... was my Whiskey one of them?

I held onto the hope she was real. That I might meet her in Heliopolis one day. But before I could find out, I was forced to disappear. By the time I reached Antarctica, running for my life, Whiskey was no more online. No farewell. No contact. Nothing.

It took time to crack the drone’s security. Between meteorological sensor updates pinging through my neurochip and electromagnetic interference scrambling half the logs, progress was slow. But eventually, I got the readout.

The desmodus had been a security unit in Seven Winds — nothing exotic. Just aerial surveillance. Solar-powered, like most of its kind, with data logs full of ordinary things: terrain scans, boat traffic, routine observations.

But reprogramming it? Intercepting the drone mid-mission? That took a top-tier engineer. Especially if it was Lindon-built.

Something didn’t add up.

And outside, things were worsening.

The geomagnetic disturbance was spiking fast — dropping from minus fifty nanotesla to minus one hundred in an hour. External sensors glitched, figures flashing erratically.

Then the cameras blacked out one by one. I cursed and flipped on the analog radio — something I built by hand, following a manual Whiskey once sent.

Through static and hiss, I caught fragments of conversation between the Winged Sun and a Soviet research vessel. The sailors were panicked. But the Winged Sun girl stayed calm — telling the captain to hug the shore, shield the electronics, do what he could. But civilian ships aren’t made for this.

Then another voice cut in — the Selena, an underwater Nautilus vessel. But soon came the screaming static. Then a monotone hiss. A white void. The sensors outside my station dropped off like dead flies.

Somewhere, planes were falling from the sky. Satellites burning up. Cities turning to chaos. Backup generators would keep the lights on for a while — but not long. If Whiskey’s warning was right, hundreds of thousands were already dead. Maybe millions.

I didn’t want to believe it. My mind rejected it. It felt like a prank. A cruel, operatic trick.

I left the dismantled drone where it was and descended to the lower level — to the inner greenhouse.

Down there, the air smelled of soil and orchids. I’d cultivated species that no longer grew anywhere in the wild — vanilla, lady’s slipper, fragile herbs rescued from oblivion. I named my plants after characters in books, movies, comics. Each new bud was a tiny holiday. A victory against extinction.

Now, even basic care — trimming a branch, rotating a lamp, dropping earthworms into soil — felt sacred. Like I was the caretaker of a new Ark.

Later, I set the timer on the animal feeders, queued up some old dream films, and dropped into hibernation mode. The system would wake me if oxygen dropped, or sugar, or pressure. Everything was checked. Animals safe. Systems nominal.

Just in case, I opened the holographic screen. Still hoping, somehow, that Winged Sun might send a weather update. But no data came. Zero.

I awoke and climbed upstairs, unlocking the passage into the house. 

Theo was waiting for me. He must’ve slipped in through the cottage window while I slept, because now he stood in the center of the hall, meowing with righteous fury. I'd forgotten him outside.

For a moment, I was... relieved. Theo was alive. No obvious damage. Alert enough to complain. That meant something. If he could survive, maybe other complex organisms could too.

The cottage looked untouched — except the lights and thermostat were dead. The radiation levels were stable: 21 microroentgens per hour. Normal enough. Time to check the world.

Yanka and I headed to our usual observation spot, the bluff above the rails. You could normally see the highway from there — silver trains gliding over black sand like snakes, shuttles skipping along the route like beads on wire.

Now? Nothing.

Ten-twenty came and went. That’s when the passenger train from Novolazarevskaya to Dumont-D’Urville should have curled past Ring Mountain.

Still nothing.

I flicked on the satellite comms, trying first Heliopolis, then — recklessly — Njord, the lab vessel that broke away from Nautilus just before the Lindons made their hostile move.

No signal: the satellite was out of reach.

No adrenal glands, but my thoughts still twisted cold. The world had gone silent in a way I’d never known.

Ten. Eleven. Midday. No trains, no shuttles. As if everyone left this planet.

I reconfigured my frame for speed and took off running — down the switchback trail toward the railway. In feline-prime mode, I was agile — part jaguar, part machine. I cleared a four-meter chasm in one leap. Skimmed around cliff faces with bursts of feline momentum. As I ran, I spotted something: plants. New shoots, pushing between the stones.

The wind had carried the seeds far from my place. And they took root.

Over two hours later, I reached the fence lining the highway. A warning sign: HIGH VOLTAGE. But the familiar hum of electricity? Gone.

I vaulted over, landed softly on dead rails. Hit the emergency call button. Silence was everything I heard. I stood there for a long moment. Just me and silence. Then I made my choice. I wouldn’t head for Railtown empty-handed. Not without Ambrosia — my metabolic backup — and the food converter. 

As I rushed home, my thoughts fixated on Whiskey.

Was she even real? AI or human — it didn’t matter. She’d warned me. Saved me. Without that message, my body would’ve collapsed in minutes. My brain would’ve choked without oxygen.

But what if she’d just been someone else’s puppet? Just a voice they dangled to keep me compliant? The thought hit harder than the collapse of the satellites.

Back at the station, Yanka barked with pure distress. She led me to Theo, leaping nervously around my legs.

He was curled on the rug, trembling, soaked in sweat, his eyes glassy and dark. Foam at the mouth. Muscles twitching. I scooped him up, gently, and brought water. Fed it to him through a syringe, drop by drop. Tried to diagnose and rule things out.

I detected no injuries. The greenhouse was sealed, and no venomous fauna lived nearby.

Then it hit me. It was the pulse. The electromagnetic wave that shattered everything.

It triggered cellular collapse that took some time to evolve. A biological short circuit. If it did this to a cat... what was happening in Railtown?

The city was probably a graveyard by now. Or worse — a triage zone without power, without order. There was nothing I could do for them. Not yet. Not alone. 

Here, at least, I could help someone.And someone might still call. I still believed that the Winged Sun would reach out. And that not everything we built was gone.

Miserable as a man in my past, I was feeling no less miserable as a cyborg with neither goal, nor human love. I was unable to save Theo. As I was rocking him gently into eternal sleep, my mind drifted into memories. 

​Veliard Reed - June 2136 - Omniverse

THE ENCOUNTER THAT saved me from the Blackout came after my second birth — the one we engineered, not inherited.

It had taken years of research to get there.

By that point, I was bedridden in the most literal sense: my spine fused to an artificial cord, my brain tethered to sensors and new modules, my body unmoving while my mind ignited in forced evolution.

Total physical stillness and maximum cognitive strain was my must. To stimulate neural growth, I immersed myself in what worked best — high-tier quests in the Omniverse. My company’s crowning achievement. A sandbox where anyone with enough credits or luck could manifest their wildest selves.

I chose late 20th-century Tallinn as my setting. Civilized, but looser than my era. Messy and sincere.

There, in a skinned-down identity, I lived as a freelance soldier — hunting terrorists in places abandoned by both god and finance. My goal was simple: earn enough to buy back my family's confiscated home. A classic underdog arc.

And on rare nights of peace, I’d duck into some smoky, cursed little dive bar. Drink, watch, listen. Trade nonsense with broken people like me. There’s clarity in stepping into someone else’s broken shoes.

One night, I ended up at a place called Abyss. It clung to the waterline like a barnacle—part of an old dock, forgotten by time and zoning laws. You could smell fuel oil and salt before you even stepped inside. The crowd was a tangle of chains, leather, corpse paint, and teenage defiance. Long hair, heavy boots, and rings like knuckle-dusters; everyone was trying very hard not to care.

The club hadn’t been touched since George Bush Sr. was still a thing. Neon flickered over torn fishing nets and horror-movie posters while fake skulls leered from the corners. Blue lights drained the color from everyone’s skin, making us look like ghosts trapped between channels. A whale skeleton hung gloomily above the stage.

The place was grimy, loud, and alive. The music? Black metal. Furious, complex, and apocalyptic. The sound system was garbage—the kind of muddy distortion that made every band sound like they were playing from inside a trash compactor. But no one cared, least of all me. The lyrics were unintelligible growls, a wall of noise painted in blood. But there was something raw there—an honesty that my own era, with its polished AIs and algorithm-curated culture, had surgically removed.

And then she stepped on stage. The guitarist from Cryptids, one of only two women in the lineup. Her guitar was shaped like an arrowhead—sharp and angular. Her face was hidden behind ritualistic black-and-white paint, more mask than makeup, with a metal spike gleaming under her lower lip. Her hair was like raven feathers; her leather attire was a suit of armor.

The girl didn’t smile. She burned. Every riff sounded like a demon’s warning. She was otherworldly and terrifying. While her left hand slid across the fretboard, a frail, blonde vocalist—wearing the same ritual paint—tore the air with a blood-freezing roar. One song was about a sun that would grow to a monstrous size, incinerating all life on Earth in a wave of fire. An unpleasant chill crept under my T-shirt; the guy was singing about the greatest fear of my childhood.

I barely remembered the rest of the band—the drummer and the thin girl on bass. I was too focused on the lead guitarist. She must have spent a fortune leveling up her skill, or perhaps she had actually studied the instrument in the real world.

When the set ended, she was the one who approached me. She reached for my glass without asking and took a swift swig of amber whiskey, leaving a smear of oil-black lipstick on the rim. To anyone else, the gesture would have been vulgar; from her, it was elegant.

“You haven't been taught manners, have you?” I chuckled.

“I learn what I find necessary,” she replied. “By the way, thanks. The booze is nice.”

“Everyone has booze. Why did you choose me?”

“First, you drink whiskey, and I love it. Second, I thought you liked me. If I’m wrong, I’m sorry.”

She placed the glass back on the bar and left without a nod. I followed her out later, walking along the grumbling sea for half an hour. Our brief conversation replayed in my head like a looped recording against the backdrop of the restless night.

The next evening, I returned to the Abyss. I asked the manager, a pierced, heavy-set man named Tarmo, about the guitarist. He knew nothing; he only dealt with the vocalist, "Deadman," who was expected later. As I turned to leave, a gust of sea wind pushed a woman inside. Her hair was a mess from the gale, and her face was clean of paint, but I recognized those blue eyes and the curve of her eyebrows instantly.

“You’re lucky, Whiskey! A gentleman’s brought you a contract!” Tarmo shouted.

“Tarmo, are you joking?” she snapped, her voice stern. She wasn't here for a contract. Deadman had "disconnected"—logged off—and she was there to collect their pay. She told me to wait, and they disappeared into the back.

When she returned ten minutes later, she dragged me into the hall by my sleeve. “So, who the heck are you? Are you stalking me?” she hissed.

“I’m Veliard,” I said, stepping toward a wall lamp. “Yesterday, you were the first to approach. I just wanted to be friends. What’s the problem?”

“Psychos are the problem!” she said bitterly. “There was a ‘fan’ who followed me like a shadow. He almost killed me with a virus. I would have died for nothing.”

“A virus?” I was skeptical. “You’d have to be a big fish for a hacker to hunt you.”

Whiskey gave me a gloomy glance.

“I don’t want you to face that alone,” I added. “If my attention annoys you, I’ll go. But I’m glad to see your real face.”

She sneered. “Gullible soul. Hoping to see someone's real face in the Omniverse!”

I grunted and turned to the exit. “Okay. I won’t bother you further.”

“No, wait,” Whiskey said quietly. “We’ll talk on the way. I’m rehearsing at Deadman’s garage tonight. It’s a long walk, and it’s a little scary alone.”

I chuckled. “How do you know I’m not a threat?”

“You know what the word ‘no’ means,” she said. “That means a lot.”

I held out my hand. Her fingers were surprisingly warm. As we walked through the narrow streets between warehouses and fish taverns, the smell of fried fish filled the air—a phantom scent triggered by the brain's memory of the simulation.

“Is the guitar heavy?” I asked, trying to be gallant.

“It’s a part of me,” she warned. “Touching it is strictly forbidden.”

“Where did you learn to play like that?”

“School.”

I was dumbfounded. Almost all children in the Omniverse were NPCs; no sane person would voluntarily become someone’s legal property again.

“Ha! I didn’t mean a school in the Omniverse,” she laughed. “By the way, you can call me Wilhelmina.”

“Like Dracula’s lover?”

“At last,” she smiled. “A bookworm in my company.”

“At last, someone who values it.”
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​Alarming News
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​Grigory Safronov — August 12, 2192 — Port Amundsen, Antarctica

The former helicopter hangar in Port Amundsen was sparsely lit by handmade lamps fueled by blubber oil. It sheltered about a hundred Moon Cross followers, their faces weathered by the salt and wind; here, a man of twenty-eight looked forty.

The hangar was unheated, yet the men stood bareheaded. In defiance of typical Antarctic fashion, the younger men were clean-shaven or wore their hair cropped short; the length of the older men’s hair varied, indicating their rank within the Brotherhood. Some wore ancient military uniforms from before the Blackout—thermally adaptive armor reinforced with carbon and Kevlar plates. On the left side of their chests, over their hearts, were painted five red, eight-pointed crosses: one large cross set against a lunar disk, flanked by four smaller ones.

Their ancestors had come from every continent, but with their heads lowered and eyes cast down, they looked like members of a single, grim family. The few women present were just as stern, dressed identically save for the scarves and hoods concealing their hair. They stood frozen near the exit like shadows, armed and watchful in the dim light.

A monotonous hum of voices merged with the howl of the storm outside. The curved ceiling vanished into the darkness, making it feel as if the congregation stood beneath the infinite void of space. Had there been more light, they might have spotted strange winged creatures the size of kittens crawling along the rafters.

On the most brightly lit wall hung a heavy metal cross suspended by chains—two lengths of railroad track welded together. The golden flicker of the lamps trembled against its gray surface. Carefully carved from whalebone, the figure of Christ resembled a titan with heavy, haggard features. His face reflected not humility or suffering, but primordial rage. He was bound to the cross by his hands and feet with rusty barbed wire; his crown of thorns was fashioned from the same. Drips of paint beneath the wire looked like dried, dark blood.

Though the people of Antarctica spoke many tongues, they prayed in Latin—the language of an era when the Word was still law. The older generation had been fortunate enough to hear the translations from Apostle Aelius himself, while the youths relied on jumbled accounts from their companions. They memorized the texts by heart, a significant struggle for a generation that had lost the cognitive habit of remembering.

Aelius was there that day, whispering prayers with his flock. Even kneeling with his head bowed, he was so imposing he seemed like a messenger from another world. His silvery hair flowed over broad shoulders, and bright blue eyes sparkled in deep sockets framed by silver eyebrows. His heavy cheekbones looked as if they had been carved from stone, and the lower half of his unsmiling face was concealed by a smooth, groomed beard. His left wrist was wrapped in a wide metal band of antique craftsmanship, devoid of a single scratch or speck of rust.

The voice of Aelius grew louder. He turned to the silent hall and uttered a new prayer, one just conceived in the depths of his mind. The people became his echo, repeating his words sentence by sentence, their eyes glued to his statuesque figure. They asked for nothing and cried for no mercy; they had known since birth they were born to suffer, starve, and freeze. Yet they believed, with a frenzied intensity, that their pain would not be in vain.

“...I will tear sin from my heart. I will praise Your name now and forever,” the Apostle’s voice rumbled, resonating to the bone. “I will dispel the darkness of misconception. I will turn false gods to dust for the sake of the children promised Your kingdom.”

“Amen!” Aelius thundered.

“Amen!” the crowd shouted back.

A charged silence followed. All eyes remained fixed on Aelius, who stood as straight as a mast. He was the man who had brought them to the ends of the earth to aid their brothers in the struggle against the infidels.

“Your struggle shall not be in vain!” the giant snarled. The people raised their fists to the sky; their Apostle had come not to bring peace, but the sword.

Suddenly, the domed roof of the makeshift temple seemed to split in two. Its halves parted gracefully to reveal cold, silvery moonlight that flooded the hangar. A moment later, a tall figure took shape within the beam—the one they called the Prophet. More than fifty years ago, he had allowed the true believers to survive the Blackout, building an empire that now stretched from the Great Lakes to Tierra del Fuego.

The Prophet was shorter than Aelius but taller than most, and far older than any man in the room. His features were strong, and his gray eyes appeared youthful despite the network of wrinkles surrounding them. His thick chestnut hair was touched with frost, and a victor’s smile shone through his beard.

“Brothers and sisters!” he exclaimed. “I have not appeared before you for a long time. The situation on the Northern Front has grown complicated, and I have focused my attention there. But I have not forgotten you. Our goal remains: subdue Heliopolis before winter and deal with the Seven Winds—that nest of debauchery. I am preparing for this even now.”

His voice saturated the space. “A decisive battle is imminent. When you die, your last memory will be the wiping away of a ruined world. You will die happy men and see me in paradise.”

The crowd roared: “Lead us into battle!”

“Many wonder if we have the resources to fight these strongholds of sin,” the Prophet continued. “I promise you weapons and equipment that would be the envy of any army. You will receive these gifts from Heaven itself.”

He shifted his gaze to the stars. Among them, a pulsating dot moved quickly—a satellite. “God willing, I have the wandering stars at my command. From them, I will watch the fight when your hour comes. I thank you for your courage, fearless warriors. You are bringing the Dark Age to an end, defeating death by death.”

Aelius lowered himself onto one knee, and the entire hall followed. With two sweeping motions, the Prophet traced a cross in the air. For a moment, it hung there, glowing white as if painted with moonlight.

“Those I name to Aelius in the coming days will speak with me in private. Assist him in all things; obey his commands. You will be spared from calamity, just as you were saved during the Blackout. The groans of the godless are the best gift for your elder brother and the best praise for God.”

The Prophet smiled broadly. Two seconds later, his body burst in midair, scattering into a billion specks of shimmering snow that swirled before melting away. Only then did Aelius and the others rise.

People approached, pressing their foreheads to his hand in a gesture of profound trust. Aelius’s lips parted in a subtle smile, but his eyes remained cold.

“Teacher! I had a vision!” a boy of about sixteen whispered fervently. His head was cropped short, his lashes light as if frosted over.

“Was it not just a dream, Marcus?”

“No, teacher. It was alive, but not from our world. It felt ancient.”

“In the morning, come to me,” Aelius said gently, tracing a cross in the air. “Don’t keep the others waiting.”

Once the ceremony concluded and he was finally alone, Aelius made his way to his quarters and threw the bolt. He returned to the crucifix and lowered himself onto the stone floor, as if the strength that had kept him upright had suddenly faltered. He leaned forward, his head sinking under an invisible weight.

One of the tiny winged creatures glided down from the ceiling and landed on his shoulder, clinging to his clothing with metallic claws. Its body was crafted from resilient silicone, its skeleton a complex system of hinges and rods. Aelius winced in revulsion but did not brush the robot off.

“I’m listening,” he said quietly.

“Moira has been declassified and executed,” the robot told him in the Prophet’s voice. Grigory bit his knuckle. “The Soviets injected her with drugs; she told them everything before she died. They’ll double security now, but it won't matter. It’s the perfect moment to send in a swarm. The power station will be mine.”

Grigory shook his head. Three of his ten friends were gone. The war on the perimeter of the USSR raged on, and it seemed every hut held an electromagnetic grenade. Industry had survived only in fragments, and the nuclear plants remained the Prophet’s primary targets. Moira, their scout and saboteur, had grown old. The Earth was draining them all.

“Aelius.”

“Please,” the giant whispered. “Use my real name.”

“The loss hit me hard too, Grigory, but there’s no time for tears. Get ready to move by the end of the week,” the robot said in a gentle, insinuating voice. “I want you to lead the squad.”

“Where to?”

“McMurdo. Coal and silver for your men, new blood for my reserves. But more importantly: someone from Nautilus has stepped ashore near the city.”

“When?”

“My drones discovered shuttle debris from the Njord. It happened years ago. You must ensure this isn’t Fermion’s flight engineer.”

Grigory jerked his head up. “No way,” he muttered, grabbing a jug of water. “He couldn’t have made it.” He began pacing the somber hall. “Our Railtown scout—what if we send him? He unearths details easily.”

“If your flight engineer is there, he’ll sniff out a scout in no time,” the Prophet replied. “If Rakhmanov is in McMurdo, capture him—dead or alive. If he has moved on, find out where.”

“You keep Earth under your thumb,” Grigory challenged. “What should we be afraid of?”

“The most dangerous delusion is believing in one’s own omnipotence,” the robot snapped. “I detected an unsettling signal from Antarctica. Someone circumvented my radio blockage. They placed a beacon on the Central Glacier, calling on the Martians to wipe out Solweig. The message was sent in the name of the Winged Sun.”

“Impossible!” Grigory wheezed.

“McMurdo is the only settlement in that region. Any survivor would stop there for supplies. If I were Rakhmanov, I wouldn’t stay in that junkyard long. I’d search for Heliopolis or Mirny. McMurdo is barely a challenge; the local ruler is a thug bullying spineless townsfolk. Keep this ‘Prince’ alive; he may know if the engineer passed through. Talking isn’t always a choice, Grigory.”

“Coal, silver, and Rakhmanov,” Grigory muttered. “How many warriors?”

“Two hundred is more than enough. We move out in a day.”

“Next is Heliopolis,” the Prophet said. “Antarctica will be ours. They thought they could hole up in their cave forever. Pathetic fools.”

“They simply didn’t want violence,” Grigory replied sharply. “I’d rather not kick off a new world by wiping out the brightest minds. The Winged Sun would be more useful alive.”

“Kindness?” the Prophet mocked. “Offering cooperation is fine, but the most persuasive offer is one backed by a weapon. I’ll be there when you start to wither, Grigory. But tell me, what is your greatest dream? Is it just the Transition?”
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