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    As the grandson of the legendary rebel Alex Korden, Dorian stands at the heart of humanity’s colossal ark, the APEIRON, destined for the stars. But his brilliance turns to obsession, and his quest for power and truth becomes a descent into madness. Haunted by war and seduced by forbidden desire, he is drawn toward the edge of reason — and beyond the light that once guided him.

A darkly captivating space odyssey about ambition, addiction, and the fragile border between genius and insanity.














   

  




 "Let us admit what all idealists admit: the illusory nature of the world.


Let us do what no idealist has done: let us seek unrealities that confirm this nature.


We have dreamt the world." 







 Jorge Luis Borges  













Chapter 1



Through

the Ocean of Time 






     The sun dipped toward the western bridge, casting long shadows over the coral reefs as a flock of seagulls flew screaming overhead. White caps formed on the waves, and the beach lay deserted in the evening calm. It was a cool 20 degrees. The summer had been hot and short.A strong wind was blowing from the north. I turned to the west. My gaze wandered across the rooftops of the settlement strip. There wasn’t a soul to be seen on the streets. The trees in Umanunda’s fields glowed in shades of red and gold. 


     A harvest robot was making its way along the middle terrace road toward the cooling hangar, fully loaded with grapes.


The alpha alarm snapped me from my thoughts. I went back inside, closed the balcony door, and settled into one of the two armchairs facing screen two, fastening the seatbelt.


     It was hard to believe—we were only four months away from Altair. Meanwhile, almost sixty years had passed on Earth. Maybe a little more or a little less—it didn’t matter. For us, the people of the APEIRON, Earth was a distant memory. We existed on our own constant timeline, unaffected by the special relativistic effects of varying flight speed. Alex Korden and Stefan Xantner had decided to sever ties shortly after our departure. I had doubted the wisdom of that decision for two years but still lacked the resolve to resist this stretching of time, which meant our journey to Altair would take only forty-six years.


     In any case, since that choice, time had ticked more slowly in our world. Perhaps a bit too slowly, because by the time we reached our first waypoint, the electronic calendars showed year forty-eight. We arrived at Altair twenty-six months later than expected. Shakespeare had foreseen this. Time was out of joint.


     A memory surfaced.


     The first major status change I experienced was when I was six. It wasn’t planned. The command center had detected a rogue planet on a collision course with us. Bombardment was out of the question; an evasive maneuver was the only option. I’d only been in elementary school a few months, learning to trace the word "JOY" by hand from our desk screens, when suddenly they all went blank. Alarms wailed from every direction. Parents rushed in to pick up their children. I was the last one in the classroom. The teacher, a kindly, plump woman of Bornean Caucasian descent, was about to take me to her apartment when my father burst in, panting. He threw me face-down over his right shoulder and ran. I began to scream.


     The grandparents’ apartment was too far away. The hospital was closest. The nurse at the reception was already strapped in. She summoned Doctor Stegmann over the microphone. He arrived immediately and first tried to calm me with gentle words, but I didn’t respond. Then, without warning, he pulled a device—one I hadn’t seen before—from his coat pocket and fastened it around my neck.


     When I woke up, we were back in rotation. The course correction had been completed within twenty-four hours. I couldn’t move—my forehead, chest, and shins were all strapped down. My father sat motionless beside me, watching me. Back then, he hadn’t yet met my foster mother. A nurse came in and released me from the restraints.


     More course corrections followed over the years, but never unplanned ones. Each lasted only a few days, with a week’s notice. Despite the forewarning, I felt fear every time but stayed composed, as Uncle Kurt—whom I called that until I was fourteen—recommended. Frankly, I never really got used to it. Each adjustment felt like torture: a hard jolt from one side or the other, depending on my seat’s position, then a reversal. Zero gravity would kick in; I’d start to float, but the straps would hold me down. Then the thrust pushed me back into the seat or forward against the restraints.


           When I was twelve, during a course correction, my foster mother played a documentary film for me—a relic from Earth, filmed long ago at an amusement park. It showed children screaming with delight on a rollercoaster. At first, it distracted me; I cheered along. But when the screen showed a close-up of a twisting loop and sudden drop, I tensed up, holding my breath.


     This time, however, in year 48, the APEIRON wasn't changing course but instead accelerating toward its first target star. This meant the propulsion phase would last far longer. I reminded myself: I live in a flat world for 120 days and can move as freely as under rotational gravity. And, after all, I was one of the fortunate ones who would be there at the Altair system, ready to explore its planets, etching our journey into the annals of our flying world’s history.


     But my attempt to draw excitement from this future fell flat.


     I could have pulled up an old video animation from the database—Ruth Eddington's famous explanation of the spacecraft's propulsion system and its gravity effects. But I was determined to face this upcoming phase calmly, without any external influences.


     Suddenly, the loudspeakers crackled to life. A woman’s voice began counting down from one hundred; at zero, the APEIRON would reverse, pointing its tail in the direction of travel.


     I thought back to Kurt's advice on managing the anxiety that had plagued me since childhood, recalling in detail the sequence that was about to unfold.


     Once the continent containers locked into their rearmost positions, the spacecraft would turn 180 degrees to port, leveling horizontally. Only then would the ramjet engines ignite at full power. Everything else would stay the same. Houses wouldn’t tilt when I stood on the beach, field terraces would match the original slope along the settlement strip, and the valley shelf paths would settle horizontally.


     Finally, the muffled word “Zero” echoed through the speakers.


     My heart raced.


     The moment I’d dreaded was here. As expected, rotational gravity stopped. First, I floated weightlessly, held down by the straps, then I was hurled left, then right. Dizzy, I felt the abrupt force of the fusion drive pinning my head against the seatback. Now I sat at a 45-degree backward angle, feeling the faint tremor of the propulsion. The animal instinct in me stirred, and I began to shake. I held my breath, stiffening my neck, then exhaled with irritation.


     “Failed again,” I muttered, frustrated with my inability to remain calm despite all my mental preparation. I tried to rationalize: You’re Dorian Crooke; stay focused.


     I was facing away from the sea now. The balcony and eastern window were behind me, with a six-foot partition wall to my right, separating screen two from the dining area. Gravity pressed down on me from above at a steep angle. The vibrations from the continent container slowly faded until they stopped entirely, signaling that the fusion reactors had reached stable output. My armchair gradually returned to an upright position.


     I closed my eyes, finally relaxing as a pleasant warmth began to spread through me.


     But the shadows of the past lingered. Though my body was only twenty-eight years old, my soul felt ancient.


     Would this unknown sun illuminate the darkness within me?


     “Come on, you rabid ellipsoid, spit your white-hot flames at me,” I called out. The sudden outburst didn’t ease my loneliness. Instead, as always, an impatient demon began to nag at me. Why was I still sitting here? I wanted to move—walk down to the beach, have a meal in the restaurant. Stupid regulations. The planes moved at a snail’s pace. Just as I was about to unbuckle, I remembered the strict warnings we’d received in elementary school: attempting to descend the stairs before gravity stabilized could lead to a nasty fall or worse, a broken neck. The spaceship’s original designers had been meticulous; they knew exactly what they were doing. So, reluctantly, I decided to wait for the all-clear signal, like every other obedient citizen of APEIRON.


     Finally, the signal came. I unbuckled and was about to rise when I heard the com system chime.


     “Contact,” I said, and wall screen two flickered to life.


     Amadeo Korden’s face appeared on the screen, his self-satisfaction unshaken by the horrors of year 46. His smug expression immediately irritated me.


     “Everything alright?” he asked.


     “Anything else you wanted to say?” I replied flatly.


     He raised his brows in prideful indignation.


     “If you don’t want to talk, you can just say so.”


     “Fine. I just did.”


     He moved aside, revealing my two wives, sitting together on the couch in front of screen one, both unbuckled.


     Nora wore a fitted dark green dress reaching to her ankles, her black hair framing her Native Indian features. Rena, meanwhile, wore a tight orange and white suit, her short skirt highlighting the brown skin of her legs, and her short-cropped auburn hair framing a look of irritation. She gave me a cold look.


     “Brooding in your nerd corner again?” she asked, half-mocking.


     “It’s not forbidden at the moment,” I shot back irritably.


     In the background, our children, Walter and Gabriela, rocked back and forth on the dining chairs, balancing precariously. I was about to tell Rena to stop them when Amadeo appeared beside them, placing a portable screen in front of the kids. They stopped rocking, mesmerized.


     “Why do you treat those who love you so badly?” Nora asked. “You have no reason for this self-loathing.”


     How could she know? I thought. Aloud, I relented.


     “Sorry.”


     “Tell that to Rena, not me,” she said.


     I nodded toward my first wife. “Forgive me,” I murmured.


     She stood and turned to the kids. “Hey, you two! Come here and say hi to your father.”


     Gabriela and Walter scrambled from their seats and leaned shyly against their mother.


     “Hi, Dad,” my daughter greeted me, and I managed a slight smile.


     “Good evening.”


     “Can we come back to you soon?” Walter asked, his voice hopeful.


     I masked my sorrow. I hadn’t sent them away; it was Rena who had taken every opportunity to escape what she called the gloom I cast around myself, and Nora, in solidarity, went with her.


     “Of course,” I assured him. “Daddy loves you.”


     “Do you want to see my underwater film?” Amadeo chimed in. “The one with the funny dolphins?”


     The cheerful, doting grandfather. His light-heartedness enchanted Gabriela, who brightened immediately.


     “Oh, yes!” she squealed, grabbing Walter’s hand.


     “Come on, silly,” she said, and they dashed back to the table, hand in hand. Rena sat down once more, and I took a deep breath.


     She skipped back to the dining table, pulling her brother along. Rena settled back down.


     “Where’s Lizzy?” I asked.


     “I just unbuckled her. She’s already asleep,” Nora replied. “In your old room—with the white plush duck.”


     “Are you staying in Muhalla for the night?”


     Rena gave a curt nod. “We’ll see each other tomorrow.”


     “Unlikely,” I said. “I’ll be at the control center starting at eight.”


     Nora giggled. “Oh. Right. We forgot.”


     Rena shrugged, unfazed. “Well then, see you in two weeks. Bye.”


     The screen faded. I stood up, rubbing a dull ache in my lower back. I gazed through the transplastic balcony doors. The desire to go for a walk had left me. The wind had shifted, now blowing in from the south, bending the beach palms away from me. Beyond them, the ocean glinted in a somber gray. By the time my control duties were over, it would be too cold for a swim. Perhaps I’d go to Pacifia instead; summer was just beginning there.


     In the kitchen, I opened the fridge and pulled out the last can of Euphomix.


     The sea had always had a comforting effect on me. My first experience with it had been on the Sun Coast of Pacifia, where I was born in year 20.


     My mother’s face surfaced in my mind: Helena, Aidan’s daughter—a genetic engineer. Back then, Amadeo had worked as a marine biologist on the southern continent, caring for the first two dolphins of our world. The creatures would leap over the coral reefs effortlessly, and my father would rush back and forth across the ocean bridges connecting Paradiso and the Sun Coast. Maybe at nineteen he had been different from the man he was today. Whatever the case, Helena had fallen in love with him.


     But I pushed the memories aside. Where were the drinking cups? The shelf was empty.


     My mother never wanted me to go too close to the sea. A few months before, a boy had drowned in it—he hadn’t yet learned to swim and must have ventured out too far. I was four at the time. Curious, I ran toward the waves, but Helena screamed, and Aidan quickly caught up with me, taking my hand. In that moment, I realized the ocean was alive, moving. I leapt back, startled.


     “Grandfather, the water wants to eat me!”


     He laughed, scooped me up, and sat with me in the gentle surf.


     “The waves won’t hurt you, Dorian; they just want to play.”


     The drinking cups were next to the coffee bowls in the dishwasher. I’d forgotten to turn it on, and now the power button wouldn’t work—probably a blown fuse.


     My parents taught me to swim that summer. But just a few months later, they separated.


     Many years passed before Amadeo told me why. Helena had fallen in love with an agricultural engineer from Paradiso and become pregnant by him. Nine months later, my half-sister Christina was born. But my father didn’t stay for that; he returned to Atlantia, taking me with him.


     I tried opening the Euphomix can, but the pull tab snapped off. No patience left to dig out a hammer and crowbar from the toolbox; I’d probably just hurt myself.


     Muhalla—the northern lands. My other grandfather lived there, the renowned Alex Korden. We got along from the start, and I liked his partner Rauni, too—an extraordinary woman and the only grandmother I ever knew. I’d never met Aidan’s wife, the Indian-born Lara. She’d died six years before I was born; her aqua lung had failed during a deep-sea dive, and she’d been forced to surface too quickly, suffering a ruptured lung.


     Putting the unopened Euphomix back in the fridge, I felt a rumbling in my stomach. The order button for the industrial kitchen on the main street was broken, too. I left a message about it on the screen and returned to the living room.


     Outside, night had settled in. Across the sea, the crescent moon rose over Muhalla’s northern Alps, beginning its journey south. In the two skies of the APEIRON, the sun and moon moved at a 90-degree angle to each other; as Sol sank in the west, Luna rose in the north.


     I decided to turn in for the night.


     Altair. Not a three-dimensional projection on a molecularly networked plastic tarp—no, a real sun. Unimaginably vast.


     “What a historic event,” I muttered with mock enthusiasm. On far-off Earth, no one would notice. If people even still existed there—hidden away in bunkers or caves.


     I had slept fitfully and woke early, the room chilly. Shivering, I got up, closed the bedroom window, dressed, and slipped into a lined jacket before leaving the apartment.


     Dawn was breaking, and the wind had stilled. The sea stretched out flat, like a mirrored expanse. The projected moon was now a faint, waning crescent, sinking behind the Southern Alps of Umanunda, whose peaks appeared lower in the sky. The field terraces had visibly leveled out. I sat down on the quay wall, watching.


     Altair. A brilliant, frenetic egg. The galaxy’s lighthouse. Contrary to all our earlier assumptions, there were even planets orbiting it. I wondered why no one had spotted them before, neither from Earth nor from the APEIRON. Then I remembered: twelve days ago, the lights in the control center had gone out for a split second. Nothing else had happened—all lock codes just had to be reentered, that was all. Soon after, the control team detected the true nature of our target star: it was orbited by five planets. Every town hall had been notified immediately.


     And what then? What thrilling discoveries were there to expect? Scorched celestial bodies, frozen into stone, vulnerable to the unrelenting strikes of space. Suffocating black ether, poisonous gases, dense as lead. Boiling rivers of metal. A sun of hope? I laughed bitterly. One day, this star will expand into a red giant. Ferocious stellar winds will scour everything away. In the end, it’ll become a white dwarf, cooling slowly, surrounded by charred worlds, its glowing remnants lost in the vastness of spacetime until they fade into darkness.


     I lay on my back, staring at the deceitful sky of our artificial world.


     "To hell with all of it. I’ll love every woman here until this damned giant box collapses," I muttered.


     But, but, Dorian Crooke. Where’s the love?


     I met her for the first time one winter, outside a mountain hut in Muhalla’s New Alps. It was the year 35.


     Like every year, Helena and Christina had come to Atlantia for a skiing holiday. By then, Alex and Rauni had already convinced Amadeo to put aside his pride and act like a mature, enlightened adult. Our legendary FIRST. I remembered a dull town hall meeting we’d attended as cybercollege students. Some busybody from my father’s generation proposed that henceforth, our elders should be called “The First,” with the term standardized in capital letters. As if there was nothing else to worry about. And so, THE FIRST, with their uncrowned king, Alex Korden—a man who had no interest in being regarded as such. On the contrary, he wanted everyone to be their own king.


     From outside, the 3D flames in the hut’s hearth looked almost real, casting a flickering reddish glow onto the Transplast window panes. Inside, my mother, Rauni, and Alex sat together with friends. Across from a pretty Asian woman sat Arno Knittel, with my father opposite him, alongside his companion Mary, my foster mother. Mary’s family descended from Djamila, who was of African origin. Her father, Colin, was a light-skinned man from Ruben Muhalla Brown’s circle, but Djamila had left him in 23, and he had moved to Paradiso.


     The elders were in high spirits, their laughter echoing out to us. It was a bright, full-moon night, and we—Mary’s son Arturo, Christina, Arno’s grandson Goetz, and his girlfriend Lena—decided to take a nighttime run down the slopes.


     Arno, a former actor, had once lived briefly with a Bornean woman, a relationship that produced his only child, a daughter named Frieda. Eighteen years later, Frieda fell in love with a man named Jimmy and had a son, Goetz. But Goetz’s life turned tragic early: at seven, he lost his father in a subway tunnel accident, and a few days later, his mother ended her own life. Goetz was left in the care of his grandfather.


     Lena was already sixteen, from Umanunda—a fiery spirit, dark-skinned against the snow. Her chestnut hair fell over soft, full lips. Bending down, she snapped her ski bindings into place, her movements slow and deliberate. Her overalls hung open in front, with nothing underneath, and I couldn’t help but stare, captivated. My perceptive sister from Pacifia must have sensed what was on my mind. She raised her ski pole, pointing down the slope.


     “Big brother, the valley of the hills is that way.”


     Lena straightened, smiling, while Goetz scowled from the side.


     “We’re taking the west slopes!” he announced, voice low but commanding. “First one to the valley is the boss tonight.” Then he took off. Arturo, who idolized him, scrambled to follow. Christina darted after them. Lena closed her overalls and winked at me.


     “I’ll decide who’s boss tonight.”


     My face flushed. I took off, Lena just behind me, and for a moment, no one was ahead of us. Reaching the lower slopes, I hit a banked turn too fast and lost control, tumbling into the safety net. Lena skidded to a stop and unclicked her bindings.


     “Are you hurt?” she asked.


     “I’m fine,” I groaned.


     Seeing me limp, she draped my arm around her shoulders and pointed toward the rocks.


     “There’s a stalactite cave over there.”


     



     I sat down on a low rocky ledge. Lena took a silver thermal ball from her coveralls, about the size of a tennis ball, and activated the interval switch. The device expanded into a balloon ten times its size, emitting a steady orange glow. We called these pocket heaters Red Giants. She removed my shoes and gently felt my right ankle.


     “Bruised,” she said, slipping out of her boots. Then she opened my suit.


     “You’ve never been with a girl, have you?”


     “No,” I admitted, my voice thick.


“Shh,” she whispered, guiding my hands over her body. She leaned into me, her touch a tantalizing mix of rough and soft, sending currents through my skin.


     




















In the pulsing orange glow, I was lost—wrapped in her warmth, her presence overwhelming. My mind ignited, soaring beyond the walls of our artificial world, past the stars of the Milky Way, and into Lena’s blazing universe, where I surrendered completely, a cascade of light dissolving into her radiant sun. 




     



     When we returned to the mountain hut, dawn was breaking. Lena bit my ear playfully.


     “What are you thinking about?” she asked.


     “Whatever you plan to do with me, unknown future, I don’t fear you,” I replied, feeling bold.


     “Never forget that,” she whispered.


     At that moment, Goetz emerged from the hut. He nearly knocked me over as he passed.


     “You’ll regret this,” he hissed, then strapped on his skis and sped down the slope.




     



     The following evening, I saw Porgy and Bess for the first time at the Holo Palace. Enraptured by the music and story, I began my walk home, trying and failing to sing Crown’s storm aria. 


Then, suddenly, Goetz Knittel emerged from the shadows, gripping a rubber truncheon. He swung with full force. The impact sent me sprawling to the ground, pain radiating through my body. Before I could recover, he drove his boot into me—stomach, ribs, face—relentless. A metallic taste filled my mouth as my vision blurred.


     




















A window above us flew open, a woman’s screams piercing the night. Goetz stopped, panting, his breath ragged. Then, without a word, he turned and fled into the darkness.


      In the hospital, my grandfather Alex visited me with Amadeo and Mary. My jaw was bandaged, my left eye covered by a protective shell, and my nose set in a splint. Kurt, in his doctor’s coat, stood by the bed. 


     “New teeth, nose and cheekbones almost healed, the bruise in the eye nearly gone,” he reassured Mary. “He’ll be fine in three days.”


     My father leaned over, inspecting my injuries closely.


     “Who did this to you?”


     I raised my hands defensively. “It doesn’t matter. Just a fight.”


     He straightened, determined. “As soon as you’re healed, you’ll start a holo-karate course.”


     I gave him a bored look. “You solve all your problems with sports, don’t you?”


     He frowned. “Who do you mean by ‘you’?”


     “You and your peers. You don’t think things through. Just stay healthy, well-fed, tanned, athletic. Play tennis, dive to the sea floor, train in shuttle simulators, study APEIRON’s tech without a complaint, practice weapon handling, serve dutifully in the control center, hop from one relationship to the next, and let yourself be dazzled by the cybercasino’s illusions. What a beautiful ideal world.”


     “And what’s wrong with that?” he asked, irritated.


     Alex laughed, breaking the tension. “Let me talk to him alone.”


     Amadeo’s confidence wavered, replaced by indignation.


     “So much for understanding, Dorian!”


     Mary pulled him toward the door. “Come on.”


     She looked back at me. “See you soon, my heart.” I waved. Kurt followed, smirking.


     Once they were gone, Alex asked, “Who was it?”


     “Goetz.”


     “Was it over a girl?”


     “Yes.”


     He was silent for a moment, then cleared his throat. “What exactly are you accusing your father of?”


     “Superficiality. I don’t want to live like him or his generation. They take no risks, create nothing new. They just consume what’s there. They spread mediocrity.”


     “No one’s stopping you from realizing your own ideas. One day, your generation will lead our world, APEIRON.”


     “Not if your sons keep standing in our way. They’re a generation of sleepers.”


     “Wake them up.”


     “Though I doubt it will change much, I wish them all a good morning.”


     My grandfather grinned.




     



     Something felt different when I returned to cybercollege. I sensed it immediately, though I couldn’t pinpoint what had changed. Most students sat passively in front of the wall screens, barely engaged with the digitized lectures. But a few, including Arturo, clustered in the room’s center, whispering to Goetz, who held a travel bag slung over his shoulder. Now and then, they stole glances at me.


One of the students had clearly had enough of class. She yawned, slipped off her headphones, and stood up. Goetz walked over to her, reached into his pocket, and then shook her hand. What a ridiculous gesture. Totally out of style for us guys. The girl disappeared into one of the bathrooms with a clenched fist. Shortly after, Goetz repeated this with another student. I turned to the whispering group. 


     “What’s with the handshakes?” I asked.


     The girls turned their backs on me, saying nothing. Slightly irritated, I looked at my half-brother, Arturo.


     “They copied that from the old folks.”


     Arturo crossed his arms over his chest. “So?”


     I felt a surge of anger. He was younger than me, after all.


     “Are you crazy? How are you talking to me?”


     He shrugged. “Don’t act like you’re innocent. We’re not in the mood for sneaky stuff here. Goetz told us everything—you tried to hit him from behind. All over a girl you couldn’t get.”


     For a moment, I thought I’d misheard. I walked over to a blank screen.


     “Com mode. Umanunda. Ericson. Lena. Contact.”


     When her face appeared, her eyes had a strange, hard gleam. Her voice was icy.


     “What do you want?”


     “Lena… I… I’d like to…”


     She laughed, sharp and mocking.


     “You think I don’t know? You’ve been telling everyone what a great time you had with me. I don’t want anything more to do with you. Got it?”


     


















 


     Suddenly, the world faded around me, their words blurring into muffled sounds. Wrapped in a fog of humiliation, I drifted toward the exit.




Goetz appeared behind me, that same cold gleam in his eyes.


“Hi, Lena,” he said.


Her lips curled into a malicious smile. “Hi, gifted lover. Tell that loudmouthed fool to stay away from me.”


     
























Goetz sneered, turning his gaze to me. “You heard her. Do as she says, or you’ll have to deal with me again, you pathetic worm.”


     Later, I sat between Alex and Rauni on their sofa, embarrassed and silent, my eyes darting around their living room. My gaze settled on a small rectangular stool, its seat sloping forward. I pointed at it.


     “What’s that for?”


     The lump in my throat grew heavier.


     “For an ancient art of meditation,” Alex explained.


     “It’s called Zen,” Rauni added. “If you’re interested, meet me in the orange grove—you know, the white building with the light blue dome.”


     My tears finally broke free. Alex put his arm around my shoulders.


     “Yes. That’s it. Experience your pain. It’s real.”


     Rauni stroked my hair.


     “There’s no shame in that, Dorian.”


     “I’m a failure,” I sobbed.


     Rauni took a handkerchief from her pocket, dabbing gently at my tears.


     “We humans sometimes feel alone and suffer because we’re social by nature. When we convince ourselves we’re surrounded by enemies, our view narrows, and we can’t see the friends who want to help.”


     “I’ve been unlucky from the start; it’ll never change,” I said, self-loathing thick in my voice.


     “Nonsense,” Alex contradicted gently. “Your classmates were victims of a scheme. They’re the weak ones, not you. Help them. Fight to reveal the truth. But you’ll need an ally.”


     “There’s no one left at college who supports me,” I replied.


     Rauni smiled. “I’ll introduce you to someone—a boy your age, son of Theresa. His father was Tom Thyssen, the man who crashed in southern Nea Andes last year, remember? His name is Kiril, a technical genius, and Stefan’s favorite student. He’s also lonely at the moment.”


     



     My grandmother was right. Kiril and I quickly became friends. One of his passions was watching two-dimensional crime films from the 20th century. We spent several nights in his room, immersed in these old movies. I hadn’t set foot in college since the day my world had collapsed, and while I knew I couldn’t avoid my unresolved problems forever, I wasn’t yet ready to confront them. Kiril’s nostalgic interests offered a welcome distraction.


     One night, as we watched a movie called Chinatown, something shifted in me. The story was gripping—a battered private detective clawing his way through the depths of human corruption, his lips twisted in a cynical smile. When the screen went dark at the end, we sat there, exhilarated.


     “That was incredible. Los Angeles—a sprawling settlement strip. It’s a shame there’s no 3D version,” I said, still caught in the film’s gritty atmosphere.


     Kiril stood up and looked out the window. “The film’s nearly 180 years old. The director came from a European region. I think the place is named after him.”


     “What was his name?”


     “Polanski.”


     I grabbed a can of Wake Up from the fridge. “His nose bandage was so on point. Got a first-aid kit?”


     I carefully checked my nose—everything was healing fine, but a little follow-up care couldn’t hurt. Kiril opened his closet and placed a white box on the table. I reached for the cotton pads.


     “By the way, that detective’s strategy—shadowing the guy? That’s exactly what we need to do.”


     “Who, like Polanski’s detective?” I muttered, focused on the bandages.


     “Yes. We need to shadow Goetz. If we can expose his deceit, his credibility will crumble. Eventually, he’ll get tangled in his own lies, like a fly in a spider’s web.”


     I snipped two pieces of adhesive tape. “We’re not running from him. It’s only a matter of time before he realizes we’re watching.”


     “A fly…” Kiril repeated thoughtfully, rummaging through a drawer.


     After positioning the cotton wad in my left nostril, I taped it securely, then did the same with the other side, holding up a small mirror to admire my handiwork.


     “Perfect.”


     I wasn’t the only one admiring it. A fly buzzed past my face.


     “What’s she doing here in winter?” I wondered aloud.


     Kiril grinned, holding a joystick from a small black suitcase. “Hold out your hand,” he said, nudging the joystick.
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     “For what?” I grumbled, reluctant.


     “Just trust me. Go on, hold out your hand.”


     With a sigh, I complied, and the fly landed on the pad of my thumb.


     “Now look at the screen,” Kiril said, gesturing impatiently to the suitcase.


     I followed his instructions, still only mildly interested—until I was hit with surprise. I was looking at myself, from the perspective of the fly.


     “This… how is this possible?”


     “Micro camera with stereo optics,” he replied, clearly pleased with my reaction. “I designed it recently. The insect’s indistinguishable from a real fly. Light cells, molecular pulse motor—all biomorphic plastic.”


     I jumped up, excited. “Incredible! This is perfect. We can watch Goetz’s every move without ever being seen.”


     “Exactly,” Kiril replied with a grin. “The word you’re looking for is genius.”


     The artificial fly hovered back to its tiny compartment in the suitcase, and Kiril closed the lid.


     “I’ll get us everything else we need,” I muttered to myself, already plotting.


     Kiril gave me a curious look. “What exactly do you mean?”
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