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			Part One


			But now, everything is different. 
Because now, she is Distinct


		




		

			One


			Darkness.


			Everything around him is dark, wrapped in the most complete and deep blackness imaginable.


			Gael runs. He thinks that no human mind could have ever conceived such a concept of darkness. But it is real. The nightmare is real. 


			He does not have a clue where he is. Since he began to run, all he can remember is that sensation. Panic. Terror. Something terrible is chasing him, but in that frightening darkness, he is not able to know who—or what—is. Gael feels his mind running beside him, along that dangerous and extremely thin line between sanity and absolute madness. Throughout his entire life, in all of his thoughts, dreams, and reasoning, he has never felt this way before. No human can be prepared to experience such darkness.


			While he continues running, he tries to remember what had happened: what has brought him here, to this place. But his brain refuses to provide any information. Apparently, all of his functions are fully focused on the specific movement of his legs. Back and forth. Back-forth. Backforth. Backforthbackforth . . . They hurt so much that he no longer feels them. Thank God.


			God? What is God? Who is God? Where is God, when something so dark and ominous haunts me and I have nowhere to go, no place, nowhere to hide, because my eyes are full of darkness, and I’m not even able to see my feet and all I can do is run, stretching my arms in a pathetic attempt to protect myself from whatever is in front of me, something I can’t see, and what can be worse than what is chasing me, and my lungs are going to explode at any moment, in any second, because I am human and I’ve been running for millennia in this immeasurable blackness, alone, horribly alone, punished for some abject sin I don’t know, as some kind of Sisyphus, that poor man whom the Olympian gods condemned to push a boulder uphill, again and again, for all eternity, and maybe I’m being punished myself too, and my punishment is to run and run through the darkness, for all eternity, in endless circles, pursued by unimaginable demons and hideous blood-hungry harpies, misshapen creatures full of claws, dominated by the irrepressible instinct to kill, kill, kill, and my heart is beating so hard that the rib cage that compresses it is not enough and is going to explode, and maybe that’d be for the best, to end having exploded to a thousand pieces of flesh and blood, rather than being torn, bitten, and devoured by beasts from this black and atrocious universe, of which I don’t form a damn part, but I’m here, I exist, I’m running, I’m panting, with an increasingly severe pain in my side, about to be anesthetized by the elusive power of my mind when all it longs for, all it wants, is to stay on the good side and not to cross over to the other side, the madness side, to which we all belong but where only a few dare to venture, and those who do never return, ever, because madness doesn’t let you go, once you get caught, she imprisons you strongly, so strongly that she wraps you in her demented arms and never lets you go, because now you belong to her forever, and then there is nothing left, only her, and I keep running, imploring to the omnipresent God to keep me away from this darkness, but nobody answers me, because God doesn’t exist. 


			God is hybridized.


			***


			Gael opens his eyes, gasping raggedly, as if he were still recovering from a hellish and never-ending run. He slowly straightens his body, and looks around uneasily.


			Everything is dark. But it is not the same darkness of his dream, impenetrable and terrifying. The forest remains quiet, wrapped in the cold and starless December night. The trees stand tall, imposingly; branches move smoothly, waving leaves with the subtle rhythm of the wind, in the autumn rattle. Soft and delicate snowflakes begin to fall on them, giving them a whitish radiance. Purifier.


			Gael shudders, covering himself a little further with his black jacket. The remnants of that darkness still caress him, and the cold seems to have gone deep into his bones, robbing him of any remaining heat.


			He rubs his hands to activate his circulation and raises them to his rough and unshaven cheeks. I should shave. Gael makes a wry smirk at that thought that pops into his mind. The world can change, a thousand times, but old habits still remain, lurking.


			He covers with his body the large black backpack that he carries with him, protecting it from the snow. With precise movements, he checks its precious contents: cans of tuna, peas, corn, fruit salad, a milk carton, a jar of coffee, a packet of cookies and a lone, half-full bottle of whiskey ; not much more. Getting food is increasingly difficult.


			Human food.


			The regular food that he and everyone knew and consumed; that food, slowly, gradually, is ceasing to exist.


			Because humans—as humans—are ceasing to exist. 


			Gael takes a shot from the bottle of whiskey and leans back against the tree, clutching the backpack tightly against his chest, as if he were afraid that someone might appear suddenly from the shadows to take it away. He pulls out a little red toy gun, made of plastic, and looks at it, showing no expression. He puts it in the backpack again, along with the bottle, and closes his eyes, feeling tired. In his head, faces that are always there, hanging around, begin to take form, reminding him of his condition. His humanity.


			He knows he has to go back. The snow is still falling, with growing passion. But he feels so exhausted. These times have not been easy. Since all of it started a few months ago, he has probably lost almost seventeen pounds. He has no idea how long he has walked for, up to that part of the forest where he felt safe resting. It was far enough from the urban area where he had ventured. Because it was not safe to walk around for a long time.


			But it was not just the walking that had tired him out. It was also the waiting.


			Waiting is part of the process of getting food. To wait, in the most hidden place possible, for someone to leave their homes and go far enough away. Wait and wait, watching every return, studying schedules. Because after that time, he had to add the element of waiting. The vigil. Thus, his method of finding food has worked out so far. 


			However, the food is changing. He has begun to notice it in taste. New brands have arisen. And labels include ingredients that he had never heard of before. Suddenly, a sly smile curves his lips. He has had a flash of Lara, at sixteen, with two chocolate bars, one in each hand, busily reading their wrappers, looking at her own belly with a speculative expression on her face. He had laughed at her in silence, thinking she could not look thinner than she did, and concluding that his friend, as unladylike as she was, belonged to her gender and that would never change.


			It wouldn’t?


			Gael stands up quickly, adjusting the straps of his backpack on his back. He pushes those thoughts to the bottom of his mind, in that remote place where he always throws them when they appear. It is time to go back.


			They are waiting for him.


		




		

			Two


			“What a beautiful night! Have you seen the Moon?”


			The girl was tall. Very tall. She had long, blonde hair, falling halfway down her back. Her figure, as slim and straight as a stick, showed off exquisitely the blue color of the asymmetrical party dress she was wearing, which seemed to reflect the silvery light of the night. Everything about her was attractive; one would think she was the very personification of Attraction.


			He had fallen in love with her two years ago, from the moment he met her during a prom night which both had gone as sophomores with their respective partners. He just saw her there, moving quickly among the others, dodging glances and calls from the opposite sex as if they were pesky flies, and he quickly forgot everything and everyone, doing his best to seduce her. Since that night, their paths had begun to converge, inexorably, on a single line. Until now.


			Until the Change.


			Because before the Change, everything was as it should be have been.


			Both of them had similar lives; they would get up early, go to school, get out of school, hang out, go to the movies, go shopping, go out for a drink, just the two of them or with friends, attend uncomfortable family gatherings, some birthday party or bar-mitzvah here and there; they would study, take exams, think of college, buy clothes, change their cell phones, plan vacations to Miami—or wherever, as long as there was sun and sand—fantasize about living together in an apartment, in a house or in a hotel—whatever, as long as it had a biiiiig bed—they would be sick, recover, weep, eat, go to the bathroom, take a shower, have sex, be angry, laugh; they would live.


			But now, everything was different. Because now, she was Distinct.


			He, like most people, had been filled with fear and uncertainty when Earth was invaded. Soon after, a Wave of Suicides had ravaged the planet, as if it were a modern and macabre pandemic. Many people had tried to escape to anywhere else, as far away as possible, without realizing the global nature of the invasion. There was no escape. There was not a continent, country, or city that had not been invaded. Hybridization—after the suicidal Wave—was the new Black Plague.


			No one knew exactly how it had begun. Many said that when the first spaceship appeared in the sky, there were already thousands of Distincts in the world. Others speculated on the theory that an extraterrestrial fleet had transported a thousand horrible creatures to Earth from its place of origin, which were spreading throughout the planet, quelling any attempts at violent resistance from humans against the hybridization process. Some reported having seen them hidden, lurking with their red eyes from the shadows. There was talk of sudden attacks and horrific deaths. But nothing was certain. The invaders had occupied the planet so fast that a few weeks after the first official spaceship had appeared in New York, no one could assert anything. He himself had a disturbing blackout every time he tried to recall the exact details of what his life was like. Life before the Change.


			However, the invaders—or hybrids—were not monstrous aliens coming to destroy humanity, as in that movie he had watched on TV once, in which even the Commander in Chief himself fights against the despicable creatures. This was quite different.


			With growing fear, he and his parents were witnesses of how people they knew—neighbors, friends, and relatives—were mutating, turning into what those who were still humans began to call Distincts. With terrifying speed, the world was settling into two sides: Normal and Distinct.
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			“Look! It seems so far away. But it is close. Closer than you can imagine.”


			He watched her attentively. She was looking at the sky, sitting on a wrought iron bench, like the queen of a foreign country, dressed in shiny blue. They were in the deeper part of Mine Brook Park, in New Jersey. The trees, dark and silent, reigned over them. Bright green leaves—too much green—hung from the thick branches. He wondered for a moment if the trees could have been changed too.


			A few days ago, he had noticed that his neighbors’ house, a nice couple in their forties, looked different. Distinct. The white paint on the facade, slightly peeling and lackluster before, now had a flawless appearance. Pristine. That was the weird term that his mother had used to describe it.


			“It looks pristine, like a crystal.”


			And she had laughed, nervously. He stared at her, worried. She had not used to laugh in that way. His mother’s laughter was soft and contagious to the point of changing the grumpiest mood. It was quite different from this sharp and edgy sound, the result of something very similar to uneasiness. Or fear.


			But it was not only the front of his neighbors’ house that looked different. The man had always had a very athletic appearance, though a little disproportionate, in his humble opinion. The woman, of lower stature, was robust, with short, straight, and opaque hair, a round body and attractive face. They had been like that until the previous evening. He had come across them upon coming home from school for the last time, because classes had been suspended unexpectedly and indefinitely. The man continued to be athletic, but now the proportions of his body seemed to be in perfect harmony. He radiated energy and vitality from every pore. However, the woman’s change was more notable. Now, she had a very stylized and toned figure; each curve seemed to be in the right place. Her hair, now brighter than before, fell over her shoulders, in soft waves, which had little or nothing to do with any hairdresser in the neighborhood. And her face was no longer attractive. It was beautiful.


			The appearance of his neighbors had been pristinized, too.


			But not all the changes were always so . . . nice. There was something in their eyes that reminded him of the fixed and bright eyes of the mannequins that looked firm and perfect in the shop windows but were completely devoid of life.


			A few days later, after the Wave of Suicides, his father had returned earlier than usual from the small textile company where he worked as an accountant. With a serious and worried expression, and without saying a word, he hugged his wife tightly, as if he never wanted to let her go. Increasingly anxious and fearful, she had asked what was wrong, though, it was clear, without the slightest desire to know. He said he had just been fired from his job, because the owner of the company had agreed to Change. But his body had not properly assimilated, and now he was dead. Judging by his father’s painful and elusive gaze, he perceived that the death of the man, who his father thought of as a friend, had some rough aspects that he did not want to know about.


			Many things were happening in the world, at a speed that would never sound normal to a common human being. It was said that the Nixos had installed thousands of small saltwater purifying plants based on some advanced evaporation technology that emulated the natural process of creating fresh water. By separating any toxic wastes, they generated a powerful and deep green-colored granulated chemical. By adding this element, plus the material condensation of methane gas—the result of the decomposition of organic garbage that the humans generated—to the salt water of the planet, they created a new source of energy: vitaxir, a reddish liquid more powerful than any fuel that had hitherto been known on Earth. And without any form of contamination.


			Clearly confused and stunned, his father commented on this, shaking his head. How could they have achieved all of this in a matter of days? World stock markets worshiped vitaxir, as they had worshiped oil before. The plants in which it was manufactured were spreading at an impossible and insane speed, and almost every industry enjoyed unlimited derivatives that could be produced from the new resource, generating a unprecedentedly virtuous economy.


			However, he felt that all was not as good as it looked. Or as it should be.


			***


			The news gave accounts of disturbing reports, in which the most powerful presidents disappeared as if by magic, followed by the emergence of new and unknown figures, usually young men and women, who took their places with bright smiles. Pristine smiles.


			There were rumors about animals as well. It was said that many pets had disappeared for days, returning transformed into unrecognizable small beasts. And the babies . . . it was too horrible to be true.


			Everything he saw and heard inspired him with a terror that seemed to grow in his stomach, hard and heavy, like a rock squeezing him inside, spilling all over his body, filling every space, every corner, while he wondered—he could not stop wondering—about what would come next. What they would do.
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			“Come, sit beside me. I want to tell you something very important.”


			He kept looking at her intently as if he were studying every detail, every bit of her. Of her body. And of her face. It was not the first time he had stared at her, feeling a sense of wonderment. But now, seeing her was simply disturbing.


			Brenda had been the perfect girl, the one he had dreamed of meeting someday. He had always liked blondes, but she was not only blonde and pretty. She was her.


			Their relationship had developed smoothly. They never fought; their arguments did not go beyond an occasional exchange of conflicting views, without any significance. They had fun together, and, he thought, honestly, they were in love. His parents adored her. To be with her made him feel strong, strong enough to face the uncertain future of college, job, adulthood— that future that he still saw far away from him. But the invasion had happened. And Brenda had changed.


			Brenda lived with her mother, a plaintive and quite unbearable woman who had divorced her husband many years ago. Since then, she had hated every man who appeared, and harassed her daughter with advices that nobody asked for and gave her the most extravagant warnings. Brenda loved her very much and tolerated her as best as she could, but tried to keep her as far away as possible from her social life. The woman was becoming too eccentric. She secretly reminded him of Carrie’s diabolical mother, from one of his favorite movies.


			A few weeks before the invasion, Brenda’s mother began to show a strange gleam in her eyes. She stopped people on the streets, in shops, anywhere, to tell them, with bombastic gestures and staring eyes, that humans would cease to exist, because they would become extraterrestrials. She said life on our planet, as we knew it, would disappear. She said a new master race was about to be born. And that race would crush anyone who resisted. People looked at her strangely, followed by feelings of embarrassment, annoyance, and anger, though not necessarily in that order. Once she had come home with a bruise on her arm because someone had pushed her out, she did not even remember from where. Brenda was increasingly worried. He felt anxious about her. Every time they met, the girl would begin to cry. And he was frustrated, because those tears represented something he could not control.


			When the invasion occurred, Brenda’s mother became happy. Everything was happening just as she had anticipated. So she proceeded to go out, to continue preaching to those who still refused to believe. But no one listened to her, because in the city and around the world strange things were happening. And things were changing.


			One afternoon, Brenda came to see him, totally freaked out. Her mother had disappeared. She could not find her anywhere. No one had seen her. He tried to support her in the best way he could, thinking the woman was so crazy—beyond her macabre “I told you” routine—that, if she appeared, she would have to be admitted somewhere where she could be cared for properly, and could not cause damage, either to herself or anyone else.


			But the next day, she returned.


			Brenda ran to tell him, her eyes shining with joy. She talked and cried at the same time. He listened with growing concern to the incredible story: the girl was in the kitchen of her small house, crying and worrying about her mother. And suddenly, the door opened and there she was, standing tall and imposing, with an attitude that she never seen before, and full of life. Distinct.


			“Distinct?”


			Brenda’s eyes opened wide, filled with happiness. Then she let out a short and cheerful laugh that, inexplicably, caused him to shiver. 


			“Yes. I can assure you, when you see her you’re not going to recognize her. She is another person.”


			Feeling uneasy, he accompanied Brenda to her home. Everyone had gone crazy as result of the recent invasion, and rumors exploded like New Years fireworks in all directions. Those rumors had to do with what had happened to Brenda’s mother, he was sure. But how much?


			A lot.


			The woman looked simply radiant. The ordinary dark circles under her eyes and her wrinkles had disappeared behind a similar appearance of those former models that still retain their beauty, virtually intact, despite their aging. Brenda was happy. She said she had never seen her mother in that way, so beautiful, so majestic. As if she owned the world. He nodded, clumsily, setting an absurd smile on his lips, trying to hide the terrible efforts he was making to not run away from that house and hide somewhere, wherever it might be: a dark and dusty closet, a basement full of darkness and spiders, wherever he would not have to face Brenda’s mother and her pristine appearance.


			The days passed. She spoke to him of how wonderful her mother was. When he found the courage to ask where she had been during all those hours of disappearance, Brenda replied simply that the woman had gone through a process of change. And her gaze had been so strict, so final, that he would rather throw himself headfirst from a ten story building before asking again.


			His parents were increasingly concerned. They had suggested he stop seeing Brenda, if only for a while. But he could not do that. She was his girlfriend, and he loved her; how could he stop seeing her?
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			The day that Brenda disappeared, his parents had been talking about a trip they would possibly have to take.


			“A trip? To where?”


			They exchanged a quick glance. His mother looked down, handing the matter over to her husband.


			“I’m not sure. But it has to be far away.”


			He looked at them, feeling shocked. He had known something like this was coming, but he still refused to accept what was happening.


			“But I don’t want to go. Brenda . . .”


			“Brenda will be fine, take it easy. Her mother will take care of her.”


			“No, Dad. Brenda’s mom is Distinct now.”


			He straightened up in his chair, squaring his shoulders, keeping the tone of his voice as firm as he could.


			“If we go, Brenda has to come with us.”


			The exchange of glances became more urgent. A heavy silence dominated the room, remaining suspended between them like a thick, tangible presence. Something in that silence seemed to give renewed confidence to the boy.


			“If she doesn’t come with us, then I’m staying.” 


			His mother wrung her hands, looking at her husband with a distressed expression. He looked back at her, sighing loudly. They both turned to him, exuding a new sense of determination.


			“All right. She can come with us. If she wants to.”


			The boy let out the air he had been holding in, almost without realizing it. He had no idea what would have happened if they had said no. His father warned him he had to be ready to leave at any moment. He had agreed, with his mind submerged in thousands of thoughts, all impregnated with Brenda.


			When he called to tell her the news, he could not reach her. She did not answer the phone. Uneasy, he decided to go to her house without wasting further time.


			When he was about to ring the doorbell of the rejuvenated facade, he hesitated a moment. What if her mother appeared? What would he do if she told him that he could enter, that Brenda was coming back at any second and he could wait for her, inside? What if she offered him something to drink or eat? And what if she gave him something with drugs to get him to sleep and after that, when he woke up, he was a Distinct?


			No. He was going to keep trying to communicate with her; he was even willing to watch her home until she appeared. Because he was sure of one thing. Brenda had to come back.


			It took thirty hours. Exactly.


			During that time, he barely ate anything. He remained locked in his room, struggling to connect to an increasingly elusive and wobbly Internet that could provide him some information. His parents were sick with concern, but did not dare to go to Brenda’s house either. In silence, a silence that seemed to be embodying more and more within the walls of the house, they rushed their travel plans. They had to leave.


			And then she came back.
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			“What is wrong? Why do you not come and sit next to me?”


			He could hardly take his eyes off her. He was fascinated. There, in that deserted park, sitting on a bench, dressed in blue, immaculate, surrounded by impossibly green trees, bathed in September moonlight, Brenda looked incredibly beautiful. Any Hollywood movie star would have seemed pale and insipid next to her. She was the perfect woman.


			He took a tentative step, coming closer. Brenda smiled in her lovely manner, pointing to the empty space next to her, on the bench. Still looking at her, he sat beside her. At that very moment he could feel the warmth and vitality emanating from her female body, creating a kind of force field around him.


			“Did you think of me during the hours I was gone?”


			He watched her intensely. Hours? It had seemed like months to him, no doubt.


			“All the time. Why didn’t you call me?”


			Brenda shrugged slightly, looking at him with a mysterious and playful expression.


			“I was busy.”


			He could not help but watch her eyes. He had always liked her eyes, of a beautiful brown color. Every time she was happy, brightness changed their tone, lightening them, and he said she had cappuccino eyes. But now there was something more in them.


			“Where have you been?”


			Brenda reached out her hand to stroke his thick, black hair. He loved when she did that. For a moment, time seemed to recede; her fingers running through his locks, sliding among them, slowly. But the relaxing sensation did not last long. There was something in the air.


			He moved his head kindly, turning away from her contact with gentle firmness.


			“Brenda, why did you disappear?”


			She placed her hands on his, squeezing them enthusiastically. In spite of her vitality, her skin felt cold to the touch.


			“You have to change.”


			His heart started beating even faster.


			“What?”


			She leaned closer toward him, smiling happily, still clutching his hands.


			“It is the best thing that can happen to us.”


			“Brenda, what are you saying? I don’t think it’s like that; it’s quite the opposite. You yourself were telling me—”


			Now her eyes shone like incandescent stones, as she watched him with redoubled intensity.


			“That does not matter now. Being distinct is better. Have you see my mom? Never, in her whole life, has she been the way she is now, so energetic, so wonderful. I am sure if she had not changed, sooner or later she would have killed herself.”


			“Brenda . . .”


			She pressed his hands harder. A brief question passed through his head like a warm and spectral breeze. If she keeps squeezing my fingers like this, are they going to break?


			“I told them you were going to do it. Without help. By your own will. Because that is how it should be. It works better that way.”


			His heart was beating so fast and strong that for a moment he thought it was going to burst out of his chest, leaving him alone. Unprotected. This could not be happening.


			“Look at me. Am I not much better than before?”


			He stared at her. There was sadness in his dark eyes. An immense sadness he did not think he had ever felt before in his life.


			“I’m not sure.”


			Brenda’s hands clung to his, digging into them with her long nails like claws, powerful claws totally unwilling to let go of their prey. For anything in the world.


			He had to get out of here. He had to get away from her. As soon as possible.


			Brenda stopped smiling. The shift was so abrupt that for a moment he felt disoriented.


			“And your parents will change too. They have no choice.”


			“What do you mean by that?”


			She spoke, terribly seriously. The coldness of her eyes, black as night, terrified him.


			“If they do not change, they will be destroyed. And you as well.”


			In that instant, as terror was moving through him, and the pain in his hands was becoming more and more intense, he thought that if he could see in those black depths, a light, maybe a small glow; something that would resemble, even a little, the cheerful cappuccino glow of before, his answer might have been different. And another, much different fate would have been his. But he did not see it.


			“I’m not going to change, Brenda.”


			She glared at him with a rage beyond all understanding and lunged at him.


			But she never even reached him.


			A young, blonde-haired woman—blonder than Brenda’s hair, almost white—appeared out of nowhere and grabbed Brenda from behind, pulling her away from the bench with a sharp tug. He got up slowly, feeling himself part of an absurd dream, watching in disbelief as the two women struggled on the ground covered with bright, green grass.


			“Brenda!”


			Stunned, he began to move toward them when a loud and menacing growl froze him. He turned his head to see a mongrel dog with a light-colored coat and a rather small body showing him its sharp and angry teeth.


			“Stay put. Everything is gonna be fine.”


			He turned slowly toward the voice. A young man with untidy brown hair was approaching them, walking calmly. He was dressed in worn-out black jeans and a faded T-shirt with the Rolling Stones’ defiant tongue stamped on the chest. His handsome face looked strangely familiar.


			On the ground, the unknown blonde, dressed in tight jeans, a delicate plain blouse with small pink flowers and sneakers, was mounted on top of Brenda, squeezing her neck as if she wanted to choke her, while his beloved, her back against the grass, stretched her arms, clutching her rival’s neck with a fury that nothing in the world could match to the sweet girl who laughed endlessly whenever he tickled her. The dog came closer, ready to pounce on him, if necessary.


			Desperate, understanding nothing of what was happening he tried to run toward where they were fighting, when the young man in the Stones t-shirt, with a swift movement, came between them and administered an accurate blow to his neck that pulled him out of the conscious world.


		




		

			Three


			In total solitude, Norkam looks at the images projected in front of him in the huge room.


			The walls are dark with no windows. They are fully coated with belium, a very soft synthetic material, relatively new for humans, with the ability to soundproof the environment, filtering any external sound, in addition to multiple other uses. A series of black seats, of a recent anatomical design, occupy the center of the room, surrounding a long, wide, steely gray table.


			Despite the lighting system that allows images to be viewed with perfect clarity, he prefers the darkness around him. In the darkness, he feels his mind is liberated, relaxed, able to move to strange and distant places, places that he had never heard of and that he had never even imagined existing.


			Like Earth.


			***


			Planet Earth. According to human time, which is not measured much differently to him, it has been more than three months since he stepped on Terrestrial ground for the first time. When he left, he had a pretty good idea of the place where he was going to, but the feeling as he arrived had been strange. And fascinating.


			On Nix, everything was different.


			Nix is the place where he was born and where he grew up. And Nix is completely opposite to Aether, the other planet that constitutes the system called Aural.


			Before the Change, Norkam was the leader of a small clan, consisting of Nixos with a different intellectual development. The leadership had to do with his own level of development, which was unusually high for the species, so he had been immediately recognized by his kind as a natural leader. Even the most basic inhabitants knew how to recognize a Superior, because it was in their nature.


			The Nixo nature was both simple and complex, at the same time. The least developed members were grouped together under the wing of the most advanced, who were capable of gathering and guiding them. Despite their primitive minds, Basics felt comfortable within an order, a structure that could contain them. Within that framework, each clan would adjust into an organization from large to small, depending on the level of each member.


			However, on Nix, the more evolved, or Superiors, were scarce. For some unknown reason, the species seemed prone to creating mostly elemental individuals. But the balance occurred according to natural order since Superiors appeared in a just and proportionate amount in order to lead each clan.


			In general, Nixo society functioned properly, according to Norkam. By virtue of his status as a leader, he had direct dealings with other Superiors. It was the responsibility of his position to resolve any issue that was presented, consisting usually of fights for some possession, which could be food, clothing, or females. And whatever they decided, it was always fair. There was no other opinion or resolution, other than that of the Superiors.


			There was nothing similar to Terrestrial money. The Superior of each clan was the owner and administrator of all the possessions acquired by the group through its tasks, and he would distribute these in an equitable way, according to the level of development of each individual and according to their real needs.


			They ate what they hunted, a duty that was charged to the Hunters. These were above Basics, who fulfilled the function of serving the rest.


			Hunters were the strongest and most cunning individuals on the planet. They sought sustenance for the group and made their own hunting tools, according to each animal. The most desirable were cormarios, similar creatures to Terrestrial boars, but larger and red-colored. Catching them was a difficult task, because they were very quick and aggressive animals that lived in the deepest parts of Nix, but its meat tasted delicious, and the clan always enjoyed feeding on them. Usually they hunted smaller and harmless animals like salimans, which were similar to Terrestrial chickens, or gripos, slightly larger, but comparable in taste.


			There were also Operators, who had the sufficient manual dexterity to develop and provide what Manufacturers—a more refined level of development—created for daily life, from clothing to any element in common use.


			They were all nucleated and organized by the Superior, assisted by several Minors, a kind of superior of the second level, all of whom responded directly to the leader, who were the bridge between their level and the others.


			That was the general order of things and the way the Nixo society was managed before the Change. Before the Hybrids.


			Unlike the Invasion of Earth, Hybridization had been very discreet in its arrival on Nix. Norkam did not know the reason that such a primitive planet had been chosen. Perhaps it was coincidence or a rare kind of challenge. Perhaps the intrinsic balance of the Universe was confronted with the need to offset the inequality that existed between the two species, Nixos and Aethereals. Aether’s natives were highly evolved individuals, completely different from the Nixos. Norkam and his kind had gained knowledge of this after the Change. Of course, no one on Nix could have known Before what was beyond his own dark sky, except for some absurd and ancient tales. Norkam had concluded that his species needed a boost, according to the omniscient Universe. And Change occurred. And it came from the most unexpected place.


			Beasts. Beasts were strange creatures, like the other Nixos, but different. Nix’s regular natives were tall, gray, and hard-skinned, and had a form similar to the human body, but with excessively large hands and feet, which were armed with long sharp claws, pointy teeth; thin, white hair and eyes with red irises and big black pupils, capable of penetrating the darkness in which all creatures on Nix lived. 


			Beasts had a similar appearance, but a distorted version: their eyes had another red hue, more deeply saturated; the limbs were smaller, but the nails were twice the length and thickness; they had almost no hair; and their teeth were all fangs, very sharp. They walked hunched over though, with incredible speed. These creatures lived in the deepest part of Nix’s interior, and Hunters were the ones who were used to seeing them when they were chasing cormarios; their contact was minimal, as Beasts were very cowardly and fearful individuals, and when they saw intruders, they fled in terror. They always stayed away from the clans.


			Until the Invasion.


			[image: ]


			Looking at the images before his eyes without seeing them, Norkam remembers that moment as if it were happening right now. Because he was alone, as he is now in this dark room.


			***


			Each clan had its own territory, according to the number of members of each level. The territories were designed in circles or concentric rings, so the dwellings of the Basics formed the outside of the circle, condensing the largest amount of members. Because of his Superior natural category, Norkam lived in a larger abode apart from the others, occupying the center of the circle. The nearest buildings belonged to Minors, which constituted the first inner ring. And so on, clans were distributed by hierarchy in the remaining circles. 


			On that occasion, Norkam was sitting in the room where he used to spend the entire day, organizing the distribution of utensils brought to him by Operators. It was late and he was very tired, but before lying down, he wanted to finish his task.


			He was bent over the table, on which he had already separated spoons, bowls, and vessels for food. The female that sometimes used to accompany him had been sleeping at the back of the dwelling.


			Suddenly, he raised his head. He had heard something.


			Norkam stayed still, alert. He did not like being caught off guard. In the perennial darkness in which they lived, sometimes it happened, although on rare occasions. In addition to their adapted vision, Nixos had developed echolocation; that is the means of locating objects by bouncing sound waves off of them, thus being able to deduce the distance, dispersal in space, and the elements around them. This is somewhat similar to the sonar used by bats and the songs of whales on Earth. The darkness on Nix was complete—because of the chemical components of the atmosphere that absorb the light from the Aural star—and the species was adjusted to it, naturally.


			Norkam remained motionless for a few more seconds. He shrugged slightly, and bent over the objects again.


			This time the sound was louder. And closer. Much, much closer.


			Norkam raised his head sharply. Now he was upset. He knew there was someone there, but whoever it was, was trying to hide, and that irritated him greatly. Would it be some Basic, who wanted to take some object? And if so, who would dare to take something from him, a Superior?


			Trying to remain calm, Norkam placed the vessels gently on the table. He sought around with his eyes for the sharp-tipped spear that used to always be in the corner behind the largest water container. He was angry and alarmed upon noticing the inexplicable absence of his weapon. Who would have taken it? His female never touched it, because she did not even know how to use it, except that it could be used for cooking. And his servants had their own, of more rudimentary design, of course, but what did it matter? It was not theirs, and that was enough.


			The sound came again. Norkam thought that now it resembled a growl. Could it be a Beast? Although the growl did not sound as guttural as if it came from one of them.


			Increasingly uneasy, he reached out his body to the table, choosing from the pile of utensils a kind of-not-very-large mallet, which used to tenderize meat. Slowly, he lifted it, holding it tightly. If the intruder wanted to surprise him, he will find himself surprised too.


			He walked cautiously to the door. He did not think the sound had come from that direction, but did not want to consider the terrible possibility of being wrong.


			Walking smoothly, with all senses alert, he came to the room door. He put his hand on the curved handle. Upon doing so, a spear stuck in the wall, with strong and overwhelming speed, a few inches from his head.


			Norkam stopped abruptly. He was paralyzed. Someone—or something—had thrown a spear at him. And not just any spear. Without moving his head, he could see the delicate carving work on the pole, made of the black wood commonly used from the libeos, large and abundant trees with a wide and dark trunk and reddish leaves. Exactly. That spear, equipped with a libeo handle, carved with the ancient symbol that Norkam himself had chosen for his clan long ago, it was his spear; both eyes, painted in reddish hue, embossed on the dark wood, seemed to stare at him, mockingly. Nix’s eyes.


			Before he could move, the sound reemerged from the dark depths of his room. Behind him. Someone was behind him. That someone had thrown a spear at him—his own spear—and was moving. Approaching him. Slowly, quietly. Sure of his prey.


			Norkam trembled and felt an uncontrollable fear running through him. He had not experienced such a fear in his whole life. He had always been a Superior, since birth. With such a fate, fear had little or nothing to do with him. All the people around recognized him as a natural leader, which was as normal as that eternal night that wrapped them; as normal as going to rest after a long day of tasks. Because there must always be a leader, and that was him. He had never felt threatened enough to throw his spear at anyone. That was the reason he had it so carefully designed. It was a symbol of power, of superiority.


			However, he knew how to use it. As a leader, he would know how to protect his belongings, if necessary. Now he had to protect them all from the most dangerous attacker he could be facing. Could this have to do with the Other Side?


			The Other Side consisted of a remote and unexplored area of Nix. Not long ago, a group of Hunters had gone there, seeking cormarios, and had never returned. Successive contingents sent in search of the first group also disappeared, submerging all clans into great anxiety. Norkam and other Superiors agreed to establish a ban on all Nixos from venturing there. Maybe some terrible creature from that place had come to his territory, ready to destroy them all?


			Norkam avidly scanned the gloom. The mallet was burning in his hand, stiffening his fingers. He could hear clearly how the intruder continued to move in his direction. He resolutely buried his long nails into the rough handle. And through the thick shadows, he began to make out a figure.


			The creature was tall. Erect. With an agile walk, he stopped a few feet from Norkam, who was watching him, in a state of growing bewilderment. Because that creature was, clearly, a Beast. But at the same time, he was not.


			The Beast, this Beast, had a more . . . civilized aspect than normal. There was hair on his head, much more than there should be, and he did not look at all hunched. His hands and feet seemed larger than usual, with shorter nails. The eyes, with the typical bright red hue, looked duller. In short, this beast’s appearance was strikingly similar to that of a regular Nixo.


			The creature smiled. Norkam suppressed a shudder when he noticed that his teeth were not all sharp fangs as they should have been. Although a part of him was relieved that the intruder was one of the cowardly Beasts, unable to hurt him, his more rational part was terrified. Because this Beast was unlike any he had ever seen before. And besides, he had thrown a spear at him. Norkam suspected that the sharp point had been driven only a few inches from his head, only because the intruder had wanted it so. This Beast could have hurt him, if that would have been his intention. What did all this mean? And what does he want then?


			“How did you get in here?”


			Norkam asked the question aloud, using the basic sounds that made up his language at the time.


			“It does not matter.”


			Norkam was paralyzed by surprise. When had this happened? At what point in the history of his world, had a Beast spoken? Never. Now. It was assumed that Beasts were unable to understand language. Oh, Nix, is this real?


			When the creature approached him, he was incapable of moving. His instincts screamed at him to flee, he must escape this nonsense, but he could not move, even an inch.


			The Beast stopped in front of him, so close that if he had not been stuck to the ground as he was, by stretching his hand only a little, he could have touched him.


			Grinning with a smile full of the most disturbing teeth he had seen in his life, the being spoke again with a guttural, but very understandable, sound.


			“We want your collaboration, Norkam.”


			[image: ]


			Norkam smiles, remembering that moment.


			Since then, he has never felt again the fear he experienced that amazing night, already so long ago, when many things had changed. The very nature of life on Nix had changed. Forever. But he did not know that at the time. When he knew, when he understood, everything seemed to become clear in his head as if a thick veil covering his eyes, letting him see little more than a fuzzy stain, had been finally lifted. Because that had been his present up until that point. Fuzzy. Insufficient. Their lives had been poor, unintelligent, lacking in lighting. They had not only lived in Nix’s eternal night, in its shadows, but their minds had been darkened, ignoring the enormous, infinite possibilities that existed for them. For him.


			The Beast-No-Beast had explained it to him, in an incredibly clear way. He, Norkam, was a Superior. But soon he would be THE Superior. The leader of all Superiors: of every Nixo of planet Nix.


			And he also knew that there was another world, very close to his, inhabited by white and bright individuals, highly evolved. But Norkam understood that he must not go there. Not yet. Nixos would have to prepare to fight them. Because there would be a fight. When they became powerful, they would take control of the Aural system, which had always belonged to the others. To the Aethereals.


			For now, he had to wait. Investigate. Because knowledge is power. And Norkam was born to power. Nobody could fight against his fate. And that had always been his fate, with or without hybridization. But with hybridization, everything, anything was possible.


			It did not take him long to understand it. So he collaborated. He became the first Superior Nixo to go through the Change. And by doing so, he realized something inescapable: there was a greater purpose than any combat against the Aethereals.


			He did not know, until later, that the procedure could have killed him. The Beast remained silent on that point of the question. Perhaps because these creatures, so primitive originally, continued to be dominated by instinct, despite everything. And Norkam knew that instinct would always want, would need, hybridization. But he also knew that although he considered himself to be quite rational, he would have risked the Change anyway, without hesitating one second. 


			Because ignorance was weakness and knowledge, absolute power.


			***


			Norkam interrupts his reflections to pay attention to images that are unfolding before his eyes.


			The young Terrestrial has long, dark, and incredibly straight hair. Her body is perfectly shaped; her bone structure, in total harmony, forms a simply magnificent whole. Her eyes, of a practically transparent gray color, are open. Wide open. Norkam intuits that the girl is afraid.


			He knows she is a popular figure in her region. He had seen it in archives of the old Internet, now belonging to the single and global network called NeoNet. The girl works, or rather, she used to work walking on a catwalk, displaying clothes elaborated by Manufacturers, so that others could acquire them. They were called models.


			Before the Change, Norkam would have been astonished by the exotic and extravagant tasks that an individual could do on this planet. Now, he feels an avid interest, coolly controlled, in everything around him.


			This young woman has precise features that would be called beautiful on Earth. Norkam has already gotten used to these distinctions, to this particular aesthetic sense of beauty and ugliness, characteristic of the human race. Neither before nor after the Change, were Nixos as conscious of their looks as Terrestrials; he does not consider himself the most beautiful creature in the Universe, precisely; but he knows that he is one of the most powerful, and that is enough.


			On Earth, humans were obsessed with aesthetics, by their external appearance. And in this new era, that has not changed. On the contrary; it has intensified. Norkam smiles sarcastically at the thought that Terrestrials, despite their wonderful hybrid evolution and all the magnificence that it implied for them as a species, continue with that ridiculous obsession.


			This girl has all the necessary requirements to become a perfect hybrid-human. Powerful.


			Norkam watches her intently. A lash of desire runs through his crotch, impatiently, reminding him that a long time has passed since he has had sexual contact with a female. For a few seconds, he manages to remember his companion’s face, that Nixo female who shared her body with him, before the Change. But hybridization had not been merciful to her.


			Norkam deletes her from his thoughts in order to concentrate on this Terrestrial female, so attractive, so desirable. He watches her naked body, prepared for the imminent event, ready to enter the change unit, which would start the most perfect Procedure of all.


			 With an abstracted gaze, and anticipating the game, Norkam begins to imagine how the girl will look in a few minutes. Impressive, no doubt. Thoughtfully, he cannot help but reflect on how well the Procedure has evolved with the passage of time; at first, humans took days to go through the Change; now, it is only a matter of minutes. 


			She is already in the unit. The horizontal structure, tube-shaped, has a shimmering cover that opens to both sides, closing in the middle, like a cocoon. The wonderful Savia of Evolution, as he likes to call it, is about to begin its incredible travel.


			“I hope you have not started without me.”


			Norkam smiles, before turning toward the voice.


			Females were never really relevant for him, beyond their basic role as sexual partners and procreative vessels. But this female is different.


			This female is human. And she is hybridized. And she is a leader. The Leader.


			Norkam watches her tall and shapely figure with pride and pleasure as she walks with natural sinuosity and sits gently in a large dark armchair on the other side of the huge, gray table. Her bright and straight red hair seems to have a life of its own, moving on her back. She wears an entire suit of intense red color, made with an intelligent thermal material newly developed by hybrid-human technicians, called sarlex, consisting in the most part of a substance named graphene. The suit leaves her shoulders bare, adjusting harmoniously to every curve of her body. Everything about her exudes beauty, sensuality. Power. Norkam had never met anyone like her in this or on any other world. Because natural Leaders are unique, of course.


			“It would be boring to do it alone, Leiana.”


			He looks at the projection again, focusing on the young girl barely visible inside the iridescent cocoon.


			Leiana looks at him, raising a thin eyebrow. The delicate and faded black shadow framing her right eye in the form of a horizontal drop highlights even more the intense and brilliant green of her gaze.


			“Shall we bet?”


			Norkam smiles in advance. He loves to play that game, finding it fascinating to see the fury of those eyes when she loses. He has never met somebody who hates to lose so much. Except for he himself. 


			“Very well. I vote for a perfectly hybridized Terrestrial; an exquisite female who I would not mind calling to my intimacy.”


			She narrows her eyes thoughtfully.


			“I think she will not endure it. Underneath all that beauty, there is not enough strength.”


			He frowns, tilting his head.


			“I did not know you knew her.”


			She shrugs slightly.


			“I do not need to know her. I just know.”


			Norkam settles more into his seat and both concentrate on the cocoon.


			The Procedure begins. The Savia, of glorious deep violet color, is introduced into the young woman’s blood through a thin and flexible transparent chain connected to soft injectors placed in the veins of her outstretched arms. Norkam experiences an unexplained anxiety, which is attributed to that slight and stinging sensation of desire he felt before. Almost without realizing it, he leans forward, thinking a single thing: I have to possess her.


			Sitting on the other side, Leiana smiles softly, giving him a sidelong glance, while she slides her finger on the multipurpose touch screen of the thin, red bracelet on her wrist, made with a combination of Nixo belium and Terrestrial graphene. The surface of the change unit becomes blurred, giving the usual suspense to the game. After a few minutes, it is all over. Both stare at the cocoon that opens gently, ready to show the interior in all its grandeur.


			Then Norkam gets up slowly, turning his back to the sharp image. His face has a slight tinge of sorrow.


			“Too bad. I thought I would have company tonight.”


			She also gets up, smiling in a peculiar manner.


			“I told you so. But in all honesty, because I lost too, I invite you to a special coffee before the meeting.”


			One of the things that Norkam greatly likes on this planet is that exquisite, bitter, hot and dark drink that Terrestrials call coffee.


			“I would be delighted. But you did not lose. You said she would not endure it.”


			Norkam watches the open cocoon and the girl lying inside, looking at herself with wild eyes. Terrified. He turns to Leiana, noticing in her cold voice something that he cannot decipher.


			“I meant death.”
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