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PART ONE 

	 

	THE WINDOW 

	 

	Antonio woke up in a good mood. He was twenty percent alive today and pleased with himself. Everything was going smoothly, properly, with no worries and troubles: he could dream of no more. 

	He got up, stretched himself in the narrow room, and then gave his usual samples – blood, saliva and urine – while the vending machine was preparing the morning ration of food. 

	The food was always the same – a warm porridge, elusive to the senses. He could not find any pleasure in eating it, but doing it left him some time alone with himself. Antonio let his mind rest and wander freely before the workday. 

	He looked around distractedly while swallowing. He knew his room down to the smallest detail. Next to the bed there was a sanitary cubicle; the medical centre still processing the data was blinking in the corner; the small table was attached to the raw-material vending machine; and against the opposite wall was sleeping the Portal. 

	There were no windows. Sometimes he felt their absence, especially at times when the medical centre reported lower serotonin levels. He wanted to see the world outside, at least for a moment, but then he was ashamed of his thoughts. Did he not have everything he needed? Why trouble himself with such a nuisance? 

	This almost ruined his mood. Good thing the meal was over! He returned the empty bowl to the machine, washed himself, stretched his arms and yawned. It was time for work. 

	The Portal was waiting for him, illuminated in soft blue. Antonio put on his helmet, made sure all the sensors were working, and then entered the World. 

	He liked to start from Hope Street. For a man of his position, it was inappropriate to explore the same places, but when he could afford it, he would start from there. If only because he knew Mirayne 322 would greet him with a smile and ask him what he had dreamed. She was the only one interested in his private life. And the only one who called him Antonio. 

	Now, however, Mirayne was not there. In fact, the entire street was gone. It was the first time Antonio had seen such a thing in his conscious life. He would usually notice a missing tree, a window, some weird shadows, but an erased street – that was damn serious! 

	He immediately sent a report describing all the details, including the inscription hanging in the void: "As long as you work for Galactis, you remain slaves!" Such a breach could be dangerous. The hacker could be anywhere in the universe and with the push of a button could ruin the world and millions of human fates along with it. 

	According to the protocol, Antonio was supposed to wait for an old version to be restored and then to report that everything was all right. He did not worry about Mirayne; he knew she was a bot. People did not smile anymore. 

	For some reason he thought of the window he wanted in his room, but which was not there. Or was it deleted? Impossible. 

	“Hello, Antonio!” said Mirayne. 

	She was still pale, her smile flickering. When the synchronisation was over, she repeated: 

	“Hello, Antonio! Congratulations, you've completed twenty percent!” 

	“Hello, Mirayne! Thank you!” 

	If she were real, he might summon up his courage to ask her out on a date. But with artificial intelligence it would be perverted. For now, he contented himself with the medical centre, which squeezed out his samples quickly and gently. It sounded kinky too, but there was no other option. 

	He prepared his report very carefully, because his thoughts were flying to some indecent corners of his mind. Then he waved goodbye to Mirayne and continued on his way. Flushed with shame. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	 As he was taking his helmet off, the Portal seemed to blink sadly. It was evening. At least that was what the clock was saying. 

	Antonio looked involuntarily at the wall: there was no window. It had to be so. Nothing should distract him; nothing from the outside. He was a guardian of the World: he had been born and trained to be such. The inscription was still shining in his eyes. As long as you work for Galactis, you remain slaves! 

	The machine quietly spat out another portion of food. It was nasty, tasteless. Antonio pushed the bowl down in disgust. The light began to fade slowly, but he did not go to bed. His inner peace was disturbed. 

	“What's going on?” 

	He rarely spoke - so rarely that his voice cracked dry and hoarse. He did not try to say anything else - he was alone. Now he felt lonely too. 

	Was there anything wrong with the whole story? Was he to live eighty percent more in the same way? The questions were flying around like confused pixels. 

	*** 

	 

	The next day came very slowly. Antonio tossed and turned in bed, waiting for the light. When it appeared - at first rather faintly, then sparkling around the room - he was already exhausted. 

	Before breakfast, he did his tests. The centre did not detect anything alarming, but there were two tablets next to the bowl of food. 

	Shortly after taking them, the feeling of anxiety subsided. There was no danger; it was gone, as had the first twenty percent of his life. He had to look ahead. 

	When he got out of the sanitation cubicle, the Portal opened. Antonio hesitated, but only for a moment, and then put on his helmet. 

	Hope Street looked like always. Mirayne 322 was waiting for him with a smile. 

	“Hello, Mirayne!” he said before her. 

	“Hello, Antonio 841!” the girl greeted him. 

	He was about to go on with his work, calm and radiant, but suddenly stopped. He looked at her. 

	She was standing there, at the corner by the entrance of a small pastry shop that no one ever entered. She was still looking at him, still smiling. But she had never called him by his full identifier. Although it was gleaming above his head. 

	Antonio asked a question he had never asked: “Mirayne 322, software version and current status?” She did not even blink: 

	“Status 1, no anomalies, software updated twentythree hours forty-two minutes ago.” 

	She continued listing numbers endlessly, her smile becoming unnatural. Antonio got tired of listening. In a digital world, everything was numbers. Except for the next thing that he heard from the bot: 

	“Are you satisfied with your life?” 

	Silence. No smiles. The air tensed up like a taut string, just waiting for someone to touch it and make it shriek. 

	“What are you?” Antonio asked. 

	“I am nothing. No one. And who are you? What are you? Do you know? I doubt it. There is no way you may know. You have never lived - you are just a resource for Galactis. You are sleeping, man! Billions of people are sleeping. Lab mice!” 

	The voice was coming out with a hiss, with contempt, with hatred. Bored of explaining the obvious. It was a breach in the World, but Antonio did not report it - he got scared. Because his consciousness was also breached. 

	The world was cracking. Not visibly, but in his thoughts, somehow in reality. The helmet flew towards the wall, the Portal got silent. Antonio wiped his sweaty hands and curled up on the floor. 

	Fear. How did it get in, since there was no door, and even a door could not contain it? Huge, filling, sweeping everything else. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	Tonight, the bowl of food remained untouched. Antonio had to get out, to find out what was going on. He could not go on eighty percent like this. The only way that could change was through the way he had entered. But he did not remember it anymore. 

	He decided not to touch anything that would detect life signs in the room. He went to bed hungry; the walls were overhanging and pressing him, there was not enough air. He was trembling with excitement at what was about to happen, but finally the fatigue stuck his eyelids and hugged him gently. 

	He was in no hurry to get up in the morning. The machine clanked, the medical centre started blinking softly and eagerly, but Antonio ignored them. He peed in the corner of the room and then went back to bed. 

	Someone should come to check on him. And to replace him if he was already unfit. Antonio had questions and their answers stood hidden behind the walls. 

	The day in the room turned out to be longer than the one in the World. Hunger, thirst and silence were not good companions. As the light began to fade, Antonio was already regretting his choice. His empty stomach was growling angrily, and the bowl of food was waiting at the vending machine. 

	No one would notice if a little from the meal was missing. He was just about to jump and scoop up some porridge with his fingers when the vacuum sucked the bowl back in and the hatch closed. 

	Damn machines! They never give a second chance. 

	The wall moved silently, and a robot entered the room. 

	Antonio froze. He had been waiting for this moment forever, and when it finally came, he did not know what to do. He watched as the robot was scanning the room. The light had almost vanished. Finally, the machine spotted him on the bed and walked towards him, raising its mechanical arms. 

	He had to act now, now! Antonio stood up quickly, too abruptly, his low blood pressure causing the room to spin, and collapsed to the floor. 

	The robot was slow - it did not have to count life percentages. It bent down to the ground, but the man was already crawling in terror towards the opening in the wall, towards the window he had dreamed of. 

	A lamp no one needed lighted the corridor Antonio stood up. The robot did not follow him: apparently, it was not instructed to do so. 

	However, this was not freedom yet. Just new walls, again cool to touch. The corridor was long and deserted, with a single door at the end. Antonio had never walked such a long way. 

	The door opened by itself as he approached – it was like a trap for deluded, desperate people. But that was the only way. Behind it there was a small cage with a lighted board. There were arrows on it as well: one was beaming upwards, and the other one - downwards. 

	Down was always darkness. Light always came from above. Antonio chose his direction and the door closed. 

	Nothing seemed to be happening, just the board was flashing - the up arrow was pulsating slowly; next to it there was a counter showing a number starting at forty and decreasing to zero, inviting for a touch with each countdown. 

	Were those percentages, meters, coordinates or worlds? Was this the end of everything? Was the robot standing behind the door waiting for him to ask for forgiveness, to repent and return to his room? 

	It did not matter anymore. Nothing was the same anymore. Even the numbers were changing. 

	When a zero flashed on the board, Antonio hit it with his last strength and the door opened. The real world welcomed him. 

	Fresh air, full of smells and sounds floating with the wind. An endless green ocean of forests as far as the eye could see and beyond. 

	Antonio stepped forward, not believing his eyes. 

	This should not exist. It was not possible, it was not right. It could be described with only one word, which was stored in his mind but left dusty and out of use. Freedom. 

	Suddenly a hum came from somewhere, turned into a thunder, and the world burst and disappeared. Antonio 841 collapsed lifeless onto the concrete platform. 

	 

	 

	        








	THE TEMPLE 

	 

	Things were not going well for Khabib. His fever was getting worse and the wound on his leg was gathering pus. They could not even feed him anymore because he was not regaining consciousness. 

	"We have to cut it off, otherwise he will die," kept repeating Voclav, but no one would take the responsibility. 

	They did not have a healer experienced enough. They had no people: the tribe was dying. Every night they would sit by the lit fire, grimly silent, not even quarrelling anymore. Marina and Estelle would wipe the sweaty body of the dying Khabib with wet rags and silently prayed to the gods to save him. 

	The men were roasting pieces of meat from the slain boar, which had made a surprise attack, making the fatal blow with its blackened tusks. 

	"The Segis have a healer," muttered Hans. 

	“The Segis are just waiting for that - to swallow us up!” Voclav was angry. “We have no business with them.” 

	According to the laws, a tribe could not exist if it had less than ten people. Without Khabib, theirs would have nine left. Then each other tribe would claim to have them. 

	The nearest tribe with which they constantly happened to meet were the Segis. They lacked moral and honour, but that was what made them strong and dangerous. They numbered over fifty people and most likely had a hand in the death of Christina and Glenn, and perhaps other members of the Cavars, too. 

	“I don’t think the Segis sent us the boar. If we just stand here and complain, we shall achieve nothing.” Nbule rarely spoke but he was telling the truth. Now he stood up and continued, looking at Voclav. “Your daughter is now a woman. She should choose one of us and give him children. We're running out of time.” 

	“Tell her!” Voclav felt awkward but tried to hide it. “She shall decide for herself. Still, we don't have a whole year.” 

	His daughter, Zoya, was sitting beside him with her head bowed. Nbule did not bother her, but he turned to the other men, “Franko, we have chosen you as a leader - we are waiting for your opinion.” 

	The oldest of the tribe stroked his mottled beard, which was glistening from the fatty pork under the camp firelight. He motioned to Nbule, who sat down nervously, then remained silent a little longer until silence took over the meadow and finally spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully: 

	“Each of you is telling the truth. It is a hard decision to make. Khabib is still alive, but I doubt it that he has much left. Tomorrow we will cut off his leg and pray to the gods. If he survives, he will be a burden on us, and this will only put off the problem. The women must be impregnated.” 

	He fell silent again, but it was visible that he was thinking hard. He cut off another piece of meat and sighed, “We are going to the Temple. We will offer gifts to the gods, we will recharge the woggies, and then we will go up into the mountains – away from other tribes, until we recover. That's my suggestion.” 

	“And if Khabib doesn't make it through the night?” Hans asked. 

	“The plan remains the same. It is risky because we might run into the Segis, but we must go to the Temple. Another option is for us to find a tribe to join, but we do not know whom we'll run into. Humans are more dangerous than beasts: the struggle for survival unlocks the worst intentions.” 

	“We have not become worse.” 

	“And that strengthens us as a community. But it also makes us weak.” 

	“Weak, but united.” Voclav intervened. „The black sheep left our tribe by his own choice. I would give my life for any of you here because you are human. Because no one has thought of abandoning our wounded comrade. Let's vote Franko's proposal!” 

	They raised their hands in complete unanimity. The women also had the right to vote, and they gave their consent, seated further from the fire, by Khabib's body. The next day the Cavars would be on their way. Whatever happened, they would be together. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	In the morning, Khabib was stiff. No one wept, but the whole tribe was sad and overwhelmed with heavy thoughts. They no longer deserved to be called a tribe. They were once part of a much larger community of over two hundred people, far to the south. They had built a fortification and settled life, cultivated fields, raised cattle. 

	That was until their leader - Derek, decided to rule alone, surrounded by loyal guards. Even worse - he thought every woman in his tribe belonged to him. 

	When he raped Estelle, her husband flew into a rage, but was caught and publicly lynched to death. Then Derek also molested the twelve-year old Zoya, but her father would not allow her to be defiled. Voclav would have been killed instantly if the other men - those who were now with him, had not stood behind him. 

	That night they left the settlement, otherwise they would not survive. Thirteen men and two woggies, with only a few rifles and the clothes on their backs. 

	That was how the Cavars came to exist. Their path was long and difficult, which brought them together even more. Estelle became close to Ismail, who accepted her as his wife. Marina was also a widow, but she did not look for another man. She preferred to take care of Zoya, who did not have a mother, but she avoided Voclav, and he did not seem to notice her either. 

	They lived mainly by hunting. They did not stay long in one place until they found a new Temple. Except they also met the Segis. 

	After they steadfastly refused to join, the foreign tribe gave clear indications that they would not leave them on their land undisturbed. But they had no right to drive them away or kill them. Such were the laws. 

	However, Daniel left the Cavars. He took the easy way out, abandoning his friends. No one could forgive him for this. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	Now the nine crept quietly through the woods, hoping to meet no one. However, the two woggies behind them stood high above the trees and their metal legs scraped monotonously, giving away any cover. 

	Zoya was walking next to her father and could not help asking, “What shall we do if we meet Segis?” 

	Franko, who was a few steps ahead, answered instead of Voclav: 

	“We shall lie. We shall say we let Khabib guard our settlement while we honour the gods. They have to believe us.” 

	Zoya recalled the naked corpse, buried hastily. They had taken everything from the body to be used by others. But her mind was working: 

	“All our luggage is on the woggies and on us. How will they believe us?” 

	The old man was surprised: 

	“You're right! Damn it! That's what happens when I think on the fly.” 

	He signalled the group to stop. 

	“We shall camp here. We must bury our luggage, leaving only the rifles and the clothes on the backs.” 

	There was no need to vote as they usually did. They still had a few days to go to the Temple during which anything could happen. 

	Nbule and Thrak went hunting, the other men began to dig a hole, and the women set about stacking the baggage. Zoya gathered some sticks and started a fire, even though it was still early in the afternoon. Where there was fire, there was home. Otherwise, it remained an ordinary stop: just a place in which you would not want to linger. 

	By the time the hunters returned with a heavy load of two doe, everything had already been hidden and put away. The catch was packed carefully so it would not spoil or get covered in hungry bugs. Then they hooked it to one of the woggies. 

	The food was for the gods. They had to collect twelve animals - with this much they could get maximum energy; the Temple would not accept more. 

	"It's time I taught you to shoot,” said Voclav to his daughter, while they were drawing out food from their own supplies. 

	"There aren't guns for everyone," she replied. “And this is man's work, after all. Estelle and Marina didn't learn to shoot either.” 

	“You may always have to hunt or defend yourself. You can see that things change quickly, and nothing is 

	certain. It's time you thought of a husband.” “Father!” she pouted. 

	“I'm not pressuring you. Follow your nature. But the tribe has no future without new members. I want you to choose who to be with, not someone to choose you. To have protection if something happens to me.” 

	“Marina takes care of me.” 

	Zoya giggled. Good thing no one heard their conversation. She knew the men in the tribe gave her the eye from time to time. Even Ismail, who got a slap on the back of the neck by Estelle once. However, they all looked somehow ordinary to her - just friends. 

	Thrack had an attractive muscular body and hers had sometimes reacted to his sight, but only from a distance. His sweat smelled disgusting and Zoya always made sure to stay away from him while she was eating, to avoid throwing up. 

	Night came imperceptibly, and the next day they were surprised to find how much faster they were moving without the load on their backs. Even the woggies began to fall behind with their huge strides, and from time to time, they sped up, crushing trees and bushes. 

	They travelled a long way without meeting anyone. Voclav handed one of the free rifles to his daughter and in the evening explained to her how to handle it. They did not dare to shoot, so as not to attract unnecessary attention with the noise. 

	“Keep it green at all times! Use the sun to charge it so that it would be ready, on rainy days as well. The butt should rest firmly on the shoulder so as not to hit you. You shoot only when you are sure that you will hit and that your breath is calm.” 

	He kept repeating the same things, and Zoya followed invisible targets through the gunsight and memorized. The rifle was almost as long as she was, but it was not heavy. However, everything was easier said than done. The young woman was anxious for them to go up into the mountains to see if it was so. 

	Finally, the hunters led them to the Temple. They remembered all the places and details: it was no problem to find the building hidden among the trees and overgrown with creeping plants. 

	The temples looked just the same, at least the two ones that Zoya had seen. Somehow, they did not fit in with anything else. They were even ugly: huge rectangular things made of what looked like stone. 

	The risk of encountering a foreign tribe here was most likely because others were also bringing gifts but there was no way to avoid it. They were only going to stay for one night. 

	The men unloaded the dead animals and dropped them into the gaping hole in the wall. Then they moved a respectful distance away, where the tribe would camp, only the woggies crouched down by the Temple to charge up. A part of them clicked, connecting with the gods and the building. 

	Voclav muttered his prayer as he was walking; everyone did. They lit a fire and assigned posts for the night. Now they would not have a woggie to protect them. 

	It was late afternoon, and the sun was still shining high in the sky. They gave the first post to Zoya, who insisted on getting involved. Satisfied, she sat down a little to the side of the tribe, the rifle resting on her lap, and looked around intently as she was tearing at a piece of dried meat. Dinner would be ready later, but her stomach was already growling. 

	She could not see where the man came from. She just looked at the Temple and there he was standing on the flat roof. Zoya was so startled that she stopped thinking. 

	She raised her rifle and fired. 

	The stranger collapsed and did not move again. 

	 

	 

	        








	THE TENTH ONE 

	 

	“Is he dead?” 

	“She didn't hit him. He seems to have fainted from weakness.” 

	“Isn't he a god? Look what strange clothes he has. 

	He doesn't look like a human.” 

	“Gods don't faint. Let's take him to the fire!” 

	“Why are you so sure? Have you seen many gods?” “I haven’t, but this one here seems too weak for one. Rather, he could be a gift to our tribe from them. With 

	him we become ten.” 

	“Him? How do you know he is a man?” 

	Antonio felt their fingers running over the crotch of his pants as they were carrying him, but he had no strength to move. These people spoke somewhat strangely, but it sounded like music to his ears. For the first time he was making physical contact, for the first time he was hearing voices other than his own. 

	“He probably hears everything we say.” 

	“He probably doesn’t understand.” 

	“Give him water!” 

	The last voice was of a woman. He was dropped on the hard ground; someone lifted his head, and he felt the liquid running down his throat. He choked. 

	“Not like that, you'll choke him!” 

	“I already choked him.” 

	“Zoya, take care of him!” 

	Antonio finally managed to open his eyes. A young woman was leaned over him, with a sad, lonely look in her eyes. The scent of her skin seeped into his nostrils, into his mind, and stayed there. 

	“Hi, I'm Zoya!” she met his eyes. 

	Her voice was thick and gentle, with a soft "r" smooth like a river pebble - he had never seen one, but he could already feel and perceive many things, not only with his senses. His soul, having been empty for so many years, seemed to fill up. 

	“Do you understand me? What is your name?” 

	“Antonio” he whispered sadly. Just that – he did not want to be 841. 

	Zoya anxiously turned her head away “I don't understand him. He probably wants more water.” 

	Before anyone else spoke, Antonio said more confidently, “That's my name. I would like some carbs - I haven't eaten in two days.” 

	He was amused when she looked at the crackling fire and said, “We don't eat coals here, the meat will be roasted in a little while. Here's an apple!” 

	To a person who had only tasted porridge, the round and hard thing seemed strange. Zoya saw his bewilderment and took a bite of the fruit to show him how to do it. 

	“You are an interesting person. You talk funny; you act strange. Where do you come from?” 

	Antonio only pointed with his hand, for his mouth had discovered the way to heaven, and sweet juice ran down his chest. All of the tribe followed the hand, even though they knew he was pointing to the Temple. Voclav was pleased:  

	“I told you the gods sent him.” 

	 

	*** 

	 

	Antonio was recovering quickly, thanks to Zoya's attention. The tribe moved more slowly because of him - they rested often, but they were calm. Therefore, he had an opportunity to look around. 

	A whole world stood before him, waiting to be discovered. Everything amazed him. There were no missing pixels, birds filled his ears with songs, forests rustled soothingly, and the air smelled of freshness. And of Zoya's scent when she moved closer to him. 

	His leg muscles ached, especially in the morning, but he did not complain. Dinners were his favourite, when they all sat around the lit fire, talking about ordinary things and trying all sorts of flavours created by the skilful hands of Marina and Estelle. 

	Antonio learned about the rules of the world and understood that in order to be part of the tribe he had to find his place, to help in some way. No one was a guest here: everyone had to contribute in order to survive. Even the mechanical woggies had their duties. 

	Whenever he looked at the machines, he recalled the previous world he had escaped from. There everything was in order and clear, and here it was wild and different. There Mirayne greeted him with "Hello!" Here Zoya 

	would tell him "Good morning!" 

	It was better here. More real. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	On the fourth day of their journey, they met more people. A new man was waiting for them on the path that only Thrack and Nbule could see. 

	“Well met!” greeted them the stranger, but he did not sound sincere. Even his smile was not genuine. “Have you been to the Temple? “ 

	"Yes," answered Franko. 

	All seemed calm, but the men's hands rested on their rifles. Antonio did not understand what was happening. He had heard about the Segis, but he still did not know what it was to hate someone. 

	He stayed behind, watching carefully. Zoya squeezed his hand as if to stop him from doing something. The unpleasant man clucked his tongue, “You were more the last time we met. Sad picture.” Franko showed no emotion: 

	“We are not all here - someone has to protect our settlement.” “Settlement? Nonsense! You are common vagabonds. It is about time you ended your pride and 

	joined us. While we are still hospitable.” Ismail did not hold back: “You can offer us nothing better.” The man laughed. 

	“How long have you not slept in a bed? When did you dip some bread in a stew? When was the last time you were with a woman? Ah, you have a wife, I see. I also see that you have a new addition. Where did you find this stranger? Did he come from the stars?” 

	Antonio felt irritated by the man's rude behaviour and a huge rush of unknown energy pushed him forward. 

	“I come from the Temple. The gods have sent me to see how the laws are observed here. You can now take down the guns.” 

	He felt the hesitation on the other side and pressed harder: 

	“Your two friends on the left of us and the other one, in the tree on the right. This is not the right time for quarrels. We're just passing through here. I will release a report to the Portal with a check on your aggressiveness rates.” 

	They did not understand clearly what he was telling them, but that was the purpose – to confuse and respect them with unfamiliar words. But they were impressed. 

	The man moved out of their way, gesturing towards the trees. 

	“We will meet again,” he said to Antonio, and then turned to the others, “You are running out of time.” 

	 

	*** 

	 

	The Cavars were amazed at the behaviour of their new companion. Franko asked him first while they were digging out their hidden luggage: “Tell me, how many of 

	your words were true!” Antonio smiled. 

	“None. I come from another world that has nothing to do with yours.” 

	“But there must have been some hidden Segis, right? 

	How did you see them?” 

	“That was my job until recently, to discover the imperceptible. That's all I can do, but I do it well.” 

	Zoya called, “Tony, will you give me a hand with the luggage?” 

	Antonio wondered, while getting closer to her, “Why do you call me that?” 

	“Because we are friends, and friends call each other with nicknames. I thought Tony was the best fit from Antonio.” 

	“Okay. What is your nickname?” “Zoya. 

	She smiled. So did he. The girl stretched out her arms, “Let me hug you!” 

	Being hugged by someone is like being immersed in water. Your body becomes lighter, your mind is cleansed of darkness and only pleasant feelings come to the surface. This person plants his roots in you and from then on, you carry a part of him that warms you and pulls you back to his arms. 

	Sometimes you do not dare let go, so you do not drown. Sometimes you sink together, giving life to each other. Sometimes you grow apart, but your hearts stay together. Things are never the same afterwards because by embracing, you have already taken a step forward. 

	Voclav was standing aside motionless and was looking at them, his face expressing nothing. Then, in silence, they continued to load the woggies and the tribe made its way north. 

	To the mountains. 

	 

	        







	THE DISCLOSURE 

	 

	John had chosen this planet carefully. He wanted a quiet place, with a nice view and neighbours who did not meddle in other people's affairs. 

	In the morning he would go out on the porch with a cup of karoite, something like coffee, he would sit in the comfortable rocking chair, an exact copy of antique models, and with that his tasks for the day would be over. 

	He remained deep in thought for hours, buried in memories - not so peaceful, but now distant and vague. He had achieved peace with himself, and that made him proud. However, he knew that nothing good lasted forever. So, he did like cats do: used the moment, enjoyed it to the fullest and did not think about the future. He was waiting for it. Without rushing. 

	When they came, he was ready. He knew what was coming: the planetary broadcasts kept explaining how the powerful corporation had purchased Gharont. Not it this was the first planet in their asset. There was simply no more interesting news. 

	The car stopped in front of the house, two men in suits and glossy folders in their hands got out and approached the porch. 

	“Good day!” they greeted and wanted to get on with the subject before the dust had settled on their way, but John said: 

	“I know.” 

	Their faces looked interesting. They must have thought they would be meeting another weirdo and there would be long explanations and invitations. But that was their job and they had to accept it. John drained his glass before continuing:  

	“You want to buy my property since the planet is now private. I guess you won't disgrace yourselves with a ridiculous offer.” 

	“Twenty thousand,” said the younger man. 

	“You look like a clerk who knows how to handle numbers. Don't be modest, it won’t come out from your pocket! Galactis has so many resources that if they were put together, a small moon would form. We’re speaking of my home though: I'll have to settle for a new life. 

	Thirty thousand sounds humane.”  

	“Twenty-two thousand. Our budget is limited.” 

	John liked this game. “I won't tell you how beautiful the view is here. I know you don't care. But I'll also need funds to get through the post-traumatic stress of moving to a new place once I'm used to living here. Twenty-eight thousand.” 

	“You have owned the property for two years: what stress are you talking about? Twenty-three thousand.” 

	“Let’s shake hands for twenty-five: figuratively speaking, I don't want you to get your suits dirty.” 

	The clerk opened his folder and pretended to look through something inside, forgetting even to turn it on. 

	John waited patiently. He was in no hurry. 

	"Okay," they agreed. 

	They loaded his wallet, and the older man started explaining:  

	“A transport will come in a week. You will be provided with a free travel to Magellan with thirty kilograms of luggage and hotel accommodation at your expense. Have a nice day!” 

	Their car roared angrily on its way. They would not get a commission on this deal and some more naive person would go down. John cared about no one though. 

	That was the right thing to do. 

	*** 

	 

	The next week he spent in the same way. He made no plans; the universe would decide his fate. He only regretted the taste of karoite, which he would not encounter elsewhere. 

	When the transport came, John simply got up from his chair and left, leaving everything behind. Life was an illusion to which we should not become addicted. Anyone who thought otherwise was a fool. 

	He did not know his neighbours - the properties were miles apart; it was the main reason he settled here. Now he was greeted with annoyance by a group of people fidgeting in their seats, noisy and disgruntled. There were also children: they were the most intolerable. Everything seemed like an adventure to them, and they kept shouting with excitement. Someday life would stun them into silence, but now they were jumping and running around the bus and causing chaos. 

	The air was thick and greasy with so many twisted destinies, and John was glad to step outside when a problem arose with one of the exiles. 

	The man did not want to get on. He was clutching the handle of a suitcase, standing in front of the door and shouting for them to take back their money and return the property to him. A little late for drama. The driver had no negotiation skills, so he sat patiently on the seat and waited. His job was to take everyone along the route. 

	John motioned to him to stay out of this and got off the bus. 

	“What is your name?” he asked in his kindest tone. 

	The man was foaming with rage and did not expect such a reaction. 

	“Sigmund.” 

	His hands were shaking: 

	“You tricked me! I won't give away my house.” 

	“Listen, Sigmund! I am not an employee of the company; I am like you. Let me explain to you what is happening. It is not the first time Galactis buys a planet. And they don't really need it. They are already building another one, which they will sell piece by piece after turning it into a paradise by rich people's standards. What they want here is the atmosphere. In a month, they will bring tankers to suck out all the air. We've been offered buyouts because they're bound by Ulter's diplomatic law, but they're chasing deadlines and won't care if someone decides to stay and die. If you don't get on that bus, it's over for you.” 

	Sigmund absorbed the words slowly. He looked back at his home a few times, his eyes slowly fading. He got in the bus without a word, sat down in the first available seat, and curled up like a rag. He said no more. 

	John returned to his seat, feeling no satisfaction. Rather, he was annoyed that it was already occupied by two children who did not respect personal space. 

	“Get out of here!” he hissed and looked around for their parents, but no one was paying attention. If they had children, at least they should look after them. 

	There was a long journey ahead. All day the bus collected the families and headed to the airport only in the evening. The flight to Magellan would take four days. 

	John hoped at least that the ship would be bigger and those screaming and fighting children would not be getting underfoot all the time. They were silent for just an hour, amazed by the sight of the airport. They had been born on this planet and were about to fly to the stars for the first time. 

	The beautiful teleport building stood proudly next to the passenger terminal. The most modern achievement of the engineering sciences was available only to a selected few - the people with insane amounts of money. It could transport them in an instant to any point in the universe where there was a teleport built. However, there was one drawback. The body aged by the amount of time needed the fastest particles to travel the same distance. 

	If you do not know where you are going, you may never get there. It may take you a lifetime to save time. 

	The paradox of nature created by humans. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	The ship was large but overcrowded. The Corporation was aiming at saving costs by any means necessary and the trip would be a nightmare. One saloon was occupied by Grettis and filled with their disgusting smell. According to John, they needed no exile; they needed extermination. Nasty slime creatures with an antediluvian civilization. 

	The Grettis fought for equality between species and intermarriage, but in his opinion, everyone who struggled to survive and did not possess the necessary qualities did so. If they touched anything, their smell would stick around for days, and nothing could wash it away. It was worst when they were in breeding season. 

	While looking for his place, John thought about where he would go from Magellan. Opportunities were few as control over the inner planets was tightened and this was turning into a problem. The rich companies became even richer, and with them grew the discontent of the unsuccessful ones in life, rebelling against the universal order. 

	The Grettis were peacemakers and innocent creatures amid political discord and unrest. The rebellion of the Democrats was truly dangerous, although it could not stop the evolution. It was just slowing it down. 

	John found his seat just before the ship took off. He would gladly use all his savings for a teleport but that would only get him to some mega-world, and he was looking for a quiet place. Somewhere he could not be found. 

	He considered a water planet option, with a small yacht and a cabinet full of liquor. There would be storms, but storms were far safer than humans were. 

	The unbearable children were close to him again. At least they were quieter now; one of them must have felt fainted with the change in gravity. John felt gloating and wished they could writhe in pain for four more days. 

	Then the child started vomiting. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	People always feared epidemics: that was how their minds were coded. Only John had good cause for concern - he did not have to be tested. 

	The ship's doctor hastily scanned the sick child and determined that he had poisoned himself with expired food. The mother finally appeared and started fussing around with a worried expression. 

	John preferred to stand further back, as did many of the passengers. The turmoil would end quickly but there was time for a cup of coffee. The others found a common topic of conversation and the words caught up with him:  

	“It's not a virus, he's poisoned. His mother found a bottle of medicine in one of his pockets - who knows where he had got it from. Now it is being examined - it had no label on.” 

	John spilled some of the coffee. No one noticed. He cursed fate and at the same time prayed that it would be kind. Many people could have died even without a virus. His future could end up here. 

	The passengers calmed down and took their seats, soon forgetting about the incident. John was alert because he was familiar with medical procedures. They were going to run a full test on the bottle of medicine, including DNA one, and if the damn child and his mother had not left a good deal of their fingerprints on the package, the monitors would flash a name no one wanted to remember. Nor did John. 

	"Thamos Mangor". It crept whisperingly through the crowd like a thin trickle of current across circuit boards, inadvertently or deliberately sprung by a crewmember. Everyone shuddered as soon as they heard it and started looking around anxiously. Even the smell from the adjacent saloon with the Grettis intensified. 

	John knew that in moment or two the little one would point at him, and the cameras would immediately pick him up. He was not worried about anyone on board - he could handle the security, but the signal would have already been received by the nearest squadron and it would be a matter of hours for them to be blocked. 

	Abandoning all caution, he put down the cup of coffee and walked towards the utility rooms. A young and pretty employee had the misfortune to cross his path. 

	John pulled her around the corner, pressing his hand over her mouth. Her large eyes stared at him with dilated pupils; her attempt to break free was quite timid. 

	“Don't act stupid and nobody will die! Now I will remove my hand and you will quietly explain to me where the escape pods are! If you scream, I'll break your neck. Do you understand me?” 

	She nodded. Her whole body was shaking. She almost fainted. As soon as he felt her mouth free, she hastened to declaim:  

	“Second dock, after engine room, orange door. If the door is opened manually, the alarms will be triggered.” 

	“Enough!” John smiled and put a finger to her lips to silence her. “Do you want to come with me?” 

	The girl shook her head in the negative, and then collapsed into unconsciousness. 

	"Pity," he said to himself. “We would have made a nice couple.” 

	        

	 

	        







	THE ACCEPTANCE 

	 

	Antonio put up with many things. First of all, hygiene. He was used to bathing in the sanitary cubicle in the morning and in the evening, the dirt coming only from him in the cell isolated from the world. 

	Here they washed themselves when they came across a river on their way, and in the morning each of them hid behind a tree to relieve, using freshly plucked leaves to clean himself afterwards. They managed to monitor their health and prescribe the necessary medications without a medical centre. 

	They were strong and tough and clean; only Thrack stank like a ferret. Zoya explained to Antonio that ferrets are animals that protect themselves from predators with their disgusting smell. Thrack had nothing to fear – he was a rock of a man, but everyone avoided him. 

	Another pain was the physical exertion. The tribe walked all day, whether it was sunny or raining. Sometimes they encountered rough terrain, with countless ascents and descents. 

	Everyone carried an equal amount of luggage, the women - less. They had no personal belongings: whatever they owned belonged to the tribe. When asked why the load was not carried by the huge woggies, Zoya shrugged and answered curtly:  

	“It will make us weak. And the woggies are our guards.” 

	“What are they protecting us from? From the stench of Thrack?” 

	Zoya smiled and hissed at him:  

	“Keep your voice down, he will hear you and beat you up! There are enough dangers in the woods, not only people. Are you not afraid of anything?” 

	“I did not need to be - I was alone until now. You are my first girlfriend.” 

	It sounded good to Zoya, her expression showed, but she said nothing more and hurried forward in the moving column. 

	Antonio was walking alone, but that did not bother him. He was used to it – he had spent twenty percent of his life this way. Even at times the noise was too much for him and some evenings he could not fall asleep for a long time. At those times he remained seated by the fire, the black shadows of the woggies hanging over him, and a chorus of soft snores from several voices drifting through the little camp. 

	He could not tell yet if he liked this life. His senses were unlocked to many things, incredibly powerful and beautiful. He had companions who accepted him at a glance. He had Zoya – a friend in everything. Interesting adventures probably awaited him, but it was far more convenient to turn off your mind when you wanted and to have order in your everyday life. 

	He would never go back. At least not during the next twenty percent. 

	 

	*** 

	 

	After several days of walking, one evening Estelle posed the question to the Cavars:  

	“We have to decide whether to accept Antonio into the tribe.” 

	"But he is already with us," Ismail snorted while chewing a piece of meat next to her. 

	“However, he is not officially accepted. We have a tradition.” 

	Everyone sat in a circle around the fire as usual. Marina, who was taking care of Voclav's daughter, was also motherly towards the newcomer - she always sat on one side of him, and Zoya was on the other. 

	Franko spoke, staring into the flames. 

	“Estelle is right, we should vote it out. But we should not be guided only by our need - we are not just a tribe. We are family. The youth is new to our world and has not yet shown any abilities to be of any use to us.” 

	He turned to Antonio, his eyes glowing, reflecting the fire. “Think carefully if you want to be part of us! Because if we accept you now and you change your mind tomorrow, that would be treason.” 

	“I want to be” the young man's throat was tight. 

	“How are you going to you contribute to our wellbeing? What skills do you have? 

	He could not answer right away. So Zoya got involved: 

	“He has courage. You saw how he fooled the Segis.” 

	“He was reckless.” Franko frowned, “Only fools have courage. Such die first.” 

	Voclav had rarely spoken since they lost Khabib. Therefore, they were surprised to hear his voice:  

	“I'm for the boy. Here everything seems to be alien to him, but he learns quickly and does not give up. In time, he may begin to teach us things we do not know.” Estelle was sitting next to Voclav. 
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