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APPOLOGIUM

“Welcome to… the APPOLOGIUM!”
The hoarse voice of the alguazil, the combat referee, is
being drowned out by the roar of the sold-out arena.
On the Arkhantan side, the crowd’s cheering is amplified
by magical tusks whose echoes reverberate from one superbly
sculpted stone arch to the next. Magical arkhomes are rivalling
each other in virtuosity, expressing themselves through
everything from stunning, ephemeral Fire displays to a gentle
rhythmic quaking of the Earth, via blossoms choreographed
by the Nature magus. Air and Water paired their skills to cool
the audience with a pleasant breeze that carries the exhilarated
shouting away.
Across from them, on the Mantris side, the cheering and
applause are being converted into hypnotically sinuous flashes
of light. Drones zoom through the tiers seeking out the most
hologenic spectators to display as three dimensional figures
standing twelve feet tall. Whether they are Cybernetics,
Bioosted with adrenalin or Meditechs, magnified by Genetics
or enhanced with Robotics, the chosen few are ecstatic to see

themselves appear as holograms at the summit of the airy
architecture that is so emblematic of their side’s elegance.
The alguazil has to struggle to impose his presence in the
midst of that orgy of sound and light. Inconspicuous in the
middle of the arena, where he stands alone, his silhouette
blends in too easily with the jubilant phosphorescence. So he
has to count on his super-powerful voice to emerge, latching
onto the slightest ebb in the flow of noisy enthusiasm.
“Welcome to our friends from the city-continent of
Mantris!”
As though they had been waiting for just that signal, a flock
of drones rises from the eastern zone of the Appologium and
begins a dance of light. Weaving around each other with
extraordinary precision, the mechanical fireflies trace figures
and logos glorifying the megapole’s four techstyles. The
Cybernetics entertain themselves by changing the flock’s
colours, when they can’t block the drones’ magnetic engines;
while the Robotics are doing their level best to keep them aloft.
The Genetics observe the results, whether they regret how
gaudy it is or admire the clever combinations, while the
Meditechs’ sparkling eyes don’t miss a pixel of the show.
“Welcome to our friends from the magical territories of
Arkhante!”
The western side of the Appologium strikes up a
thunderous concert in response. Lithophones lay down a deep,
percussive bass line, over which a profusion of string
instruments made from a thousand different kinds of wood
and fibre execute the melody. The overall effect would have
been pleasant – nothing more – if metallic gusts of bagpipes
and trumpets hadn’t enhanced the melody with a unique tonal
amplitude. The anthem quickly swelled in both power and
emotion until a surprising pyro-organ literally set the
performance on fire.

“Now that’s what I call a feast for the eyes and the ears,”
the announcer gloats, overwhelmed by the vibrations rocking
the stadium. “No other sporting event could inspire as much
fervour as the aballition, and no other venue than the
Appologium could provide as worthy a setting for it!”
In the royal box, Solis is enjoying the enthusiasm on both
sides of the crowd with an almost guilty pleasure. She is
thrilling to the pulse of the strange jubilation, the fruit of
mutual hatred between Arkhante and Mantris, and is surprised
to realize that she’s enjoying the unexpected harmonics it
produces.
The opening ceremony of the Appologium couldn't be
further from the peaceable concord she dreams of… And yet,
something inexplicably shared is reverberating throughout the
arena, running beneath the furious invectives and the obvious
culture clash.
The alguazil takes advantage of a slight drop in sound to
take his first jabs.
“So for all those who live in caves in the mountains of
Acongua…”
Mocking laughter bursts out on the Mantri side.
“… and for everyone who sees the world only through
their rose-coloured metaverse…”
Sarcasm bursts out on the Arkhantan side.
“… here is a quick reminder of the rules of the aballition.”
This time, the grumbling reaction is identical on both sides
of the Appologium: the impatience to get down to brass tacks
is palpable. But the alguazil knows full well that no matter how
boringly legalistic the introduction – which is being relayed on
every magical and technological screen in the stadium – may
be, it’s still a crucial part of the show. It serves to focus the
audience’s attention and stoke the suspense. The quality of

their listening is already starting to change, growing denser and
more focused.
“The combat is divided into four rounds. For each round,
there are four teams. Each team is a tandem. And in each
tandem, there is one Arkhantan and one Mantri, bound
together by a chain. A mitt on the right hand for the one; a
deflector on the left arm for the other. Aside from that…”
The referee lets his voice fade away, cocking an ear and
raising a hand in expectation…
“… NO WEAPONS BARRED!” the crowd screams in brutal
catharsis.
The screens are showing a pair of combatants, one
brandishing a sort of elongated glove; the other, an imposing
shield. Both gladiators are wearing heavy armour; the
mittwearer’s has three targets: one on their left shoulder, one
on their chest, and the last on their back.
Mantri skins and Arkhantan spells enable each spectator to
personalize the visual, choosing each gladiator’s origin and sex,
and the colour of their uniform. There’s only one thing that
can’t be personalized but must follow the rule: the two halves
of each pair, offence and defence, have to come from from
opposite sides. Through the chain at their wrists, Mantri and
Arkhantan are united for better… and especially for worse!
With his audience ablaze, the announcer takes perverse
pleasure in providing a complete explanation.
“The principle is simple: the striker’s role is to hit their
opponent’s three targets, eliminating the pair. The defender’s
role is to protect their partner. It’s not about ‘really wanting to
win’ or ‘might making right’, like naïve people think, it’s simply
a matter of…” “LIFE AND DEATH!” the crowd finishes his
sentence, well-versed in the alguazil’s ritual patter.
Caught up in the atmosphere, Solis is trying to ignore the
fact that the Appologium commemorates the Heroes’ War, a

conflict between Arkhante and Mantris that ended with an
inconclusive, endlessly debated ceasefire.
That was twenty years ago, and time hasn't softened
anyone’s resentment. The Appologium is a vestige of that war
that has been turned into a sporting event, a noisy cemetery
filled with celebrities who died on the field of honour that the
audience visits out of nostalgia, while entertaining delusions of
grandeur.
Perched in one of the highest tiers of that cemetery, facing
the Mantri enemy, Solis chooses to try to see the bloody arena
as a bridge than a corpse-filled pit. A bridge between former
enemies over the latent war that’s brewing.
A chance to finally reconcile the two sides.
Her own naivety makes her smirk. She knows full well that
she is expected to behave with all the dignity that behooves the
Malkah of Arkhante; she has no time for optimistic nonsense,
and even less for sentiment. Granted, she’s only been on the
Sculpted Throne for a season, but so be it. Because the Malek,
her father, who passed away so suddenly, was a dynastic lord
as fiercely sharpened as the blade of a sword, following in his
footsteps means she won’t have the luxury of showing
weakness. Just as magi can’t suddenly switch from Shadow to
Light, Arkhante must maintain its firm stance towards Mantris,
the hereditary enemy. Whatever the circumstances.
And whatever her own personal convictions might be.
She’s fussing with her long braid to conceal how upset she
is. She fiddles distractedly with the seven rings that have been
braided into her raven hair – one for each of the seven magical
arkhomes. She has to keep herself from biting it.
In the end she forces herself to leave her hair and rings
alone, in order to look composed. To evacuate the tension

that’s still there, she sits up straight and tries to adopt a more
distinguished posture: no, a more regal one.
Seated in a demi-circle behind her, the dynastic lords of the
territories of Arkhante are shifting in their seats, too. Solis
would like to believe that they’re just trying to see the show
better, but the vibrational field coming off of them is shaking
her up with troubling intensity. It’s still rising and falling,
making it hard to read precisely, and each individual wave
reflects the personality of whoever’s emitting it, but the overall
impression she’s getting is of a raspy violin that the lords are
playing without tuning or care.
She tries to glance at them to reassure herself. Since she
doesn’t dare turn her head too far, all she can see is Hannibal,
her eternally vigilant guardian, standing on her right.
Easily over four cubits tall, with muscular arms crossed
over bulging pectorals, he makes quite an impression. His dark
skin is gleaming like bronze in the light of this hot summer day;
his smooth, bald head is glinting. The cumbersome hammer
and enormous axe crossed over his back emphasize his
powerful build. Each of those weapons is meant to be used
with two hands, but Hannibal uses them together, one in each
hand, when he goes into combat.
A build like that is somewhat out of place amongst the
magi. Why bother to pump iron when a good spell can split
the earth open under your adversary’s feet, or bury him in a
rockslide?
Although she knows the answer to that mystery perfectly
well, Solis decides to bring up an anecdote she and Hannibal
have shared repeatedly in hopes of soothing the worried
vibrations leaking from her marmoreal skin. Besides, it’s a
good excuse to take a quick peek at the dynastic lords.
“Tell, me dear Hannibal…”

Keeping her hands on the armrests to maintain her regal
posture, she turns to speak to the warrior-magus, putting half
of the nobles in her field of vision.
“How old were you, precisely, Sir, when you won the
Appologium?”
Hannibal is struck by Solis’s metamorphosis once again:
the child who grew up, year by year, before his eyes, has
acquired a more imposing bearing. Her best feature is still the
ardour of her violet gaze: it glows with a calm strength that
conceals the refined depth of her soul.
Unfortunately, he is one of the few people who sees those
virtues in her. Nobles and magi settle for a superficial
judgement, seeing her as no more than a brazenly beautiful
princess wearing a crown that is too heavy for her pretty young
head.
Her father could and should have prepared her... if he
hadn’t been so coarse and indifferent. Instead of believing in
her, he had practically ignored her, to the point of making her
feel totally insecure. No, she isn’t ready to reign. Not yet,
anyway. She needs more backbone and less compassion. He
knows that, he can sense it.
As a magus of the Earth, he can perceive the slightest
vibrations in his environment. An apprentice would get
confused by the accumulation of different patterns, between
the audience’s impatience, the throbbing of the percussions,
the erratic oscillations of the gonfalons and advertising screens
flapping in the wind. A less-gifted warlock than he wouldn’t be
able to discern the pacing of the gladiators anxiously waiting
beneath the grounds of the Appologium, the stubborn shocks
of the chain striking the portcullis leading to the arena, the
furtive scurrying of rodents on the squeaking sand.
Hannibal perceives every single bit of it, all the more easily
in that the keyed-up crowd is making the whole Appologium
thrum with energy.

He can even catch the feverish beating of Solis’s heart, as
well as the dynastic lords’ discreet but nervous chair-scraping
going on behind him, the grinding of their teeth and the
tension that’s straining their bones. The Royal Box is quivering
like a pond with a ravix heading cautiously towards it trailed by
predators.
Hannibal is keenly aware of how greatly Solis needs a
victory at the Appologium. The members of the Council of
Dynastic Lords fear defeat – while they are all secretly hoping
for it! Puffed up with wealth but with their magic oozing away,
these nobles have the souls of carrion-eaters spiralling above
easy prey. Solis must not betray the slightest weakness, or she
could wind up assassinated.
Over his dead body.
As long as he’s there to protect her, no one will dare lay a
finger on her.
Hannibal doesn’t let his feelings show. Like all Earth magi,
he radiates a calm power that attenuates and absorbs emotions,
allowing him to maintain that granite composure that suits his
role as guardian-protector so well.
“I was seventeen, Malkah,” he finally replies.
Eight years already. At the time, young Hannibal was not
yet the Earth magus he is now. As a reward for his victory, he
demanded to serve Malek Tornhil, Solis’s father. Since the
Malek already had his own trusted bodyguards, he assigned
Hannibal to protect his daughter. Since that day, Solis and
Hannibal have been inseparable.
“And you won in the seventh and last round, with a single
hammer, if I’m not mistaken?”
“That is correct, Malkah.”
Solis grins, warming to the story, even though she has
heard it a hundred times.

“How often have you told me about your own victory
here? What it granted you. And what it cost you, too.” That
desperate hammer toss that settled everything… Without it,
you wouldn’t be here…”
Solis’s silvery laughter is like an echo of her not entirely
vanished adolescence. She keeps staring at him. She would like
him to read in her gaze everything she can’t say in words.
Although Hannibal imposes fearful respect in everyone he
meets, all she sees in him is her guardian angel and faithful
protector.
More than that, actually: he’s been like a big brother, filling
in for her distant, chilly father. Did the role come naturally to
the warrior-magus? Unlikely. But he has stuck by her side
through thick and thin, a rock she can count on, and that
counts for something. In fact, it counts for everything.
Solis’s hopes have been dashed, of course. Despite the best
of intentions, the warrior-magus is more at home with
weapons than with feelings.
Actually, it’s just that he has learned to ignore his gentler
vibrations: the behemoth knows all too well what she wants
form him.
He’d like to escort her then and there to the library where
she used to spend hours on end. He’d love to tell her more
stories about the granite people, the clan of builders he grew
up with in the Acongua mountains. He’d kill to be able to yield
to her whims, grumbling in feigned annoyance to entertain her,
comfort her and distract her from her sorrows.
But he won’t.
Behaving like that would keep her from projecting herself
into the future, from fully taking her place on the Sculpted
Throne. Solis has to leave the child he used to carry on his
shoulders behind in order to become the Malkah who will
carry Arkhante on her own. He has to help her break through

her chrysalis, and guide her until she takes flight. Whatever it
takes.
Their eyes locked in silence, Solis is grasping at straws to
find an excuse to keep the conversation going. She’s getting
the same warmth from it that a half-frozen camper gets from
dying embers. She whispers, so the dynastic lords won’t here
her.
“It’s weird,” she says.
“What is, Malkah?”
“Precisely that. Your calling me by my title.”
Hannibal’s jaws tighten, making him even more
intimidating.
“Times have changed. Your reign has begun.”
The behemoth emphasizes his words by rolling his eyes
without an ounce of subtlety towards the dynastic lords.
Solis is no fool; Hannibal doesn’t like the evolution of the
situation either. It’s a known fact: conservatism is bred in the
bone in people of the Earth arkhome. To make matters worse,
Hannibal thinks of her as his little sister. And like most big
brothers, he gets wary and gruff as the girl grows up.
It hurts him, every bit as much as it hurts her. She can tell
just by the way he glares at the bodyguards who escort her
everywhere now. Skilled, battle-seasoned warriors though all
three of them may be, Hannibal is convinced that he’d be more
efficient, and obviously more concerned than they.
She wished he’d worry about them a little less and about
her a little more. Doesn’t he get it? She has no shortage of
aspiring protectors. No, what she needs is a friend she can
confide in.
Solis gives up on the idea of trying to explain all that. She
turns back to the arena and lets herself be absorbed in
contemplating the Appologium.

Like an echo to her dark thoughts, the light dims, as though
the sun had set prematurely. The Appologium acquires a
temporary roof, turning it into a vast amphitheatre. The
audience holds its breath, finally allowing the alguazil to
impose his voice uncontested.
“Precisely twenty years ago, here in the Rift, two legendary
fighters faced off in a deadly combat. A combat so powerful,
so overwhelming that it changed the very geography of our
continent.”
A heavy silence falls. Then two holographic bodies rise
from the sand.
Chaka and Faustus.
The Genetic and the Primus of Shadows.
Mantris’s paragon and Arkhante’s champion.
Twenty-five feet tall, the holograms can be seen from every
seat in the house. The quality of the image is such that you can
clearly make out the scarifications ridging Chaka’s skin,
inherited from the reptile her genome was interbred with.
Bare-chested, her breasts bound with nothing more than a bit
of cloth, the Legendary One faces Faustus with serenity.
As for the Primus, his silhouette is hidden by a long coat
tailored from darkness, a fabric whose capricious swirls create
a long, undulating train. There too, the precision of the
projection allows everyone to make out the bony growths
identifying those who invoke the Shadows; they deform the
skull and stretch the facial skin almost to the point of tearing
it. With his pale skin and artificially protruding eye sockets and
cheekbones, he looks like a corpse. Or more precisely, like
Death in person. A shockingly living embodiment of Death.
Twenty years later, the battle between Chaka and Faustus
remains unsurpassed in terms of impact. More than
memorable or unforgettable, it’s legendary. And it grows even
more so every year, since it tolled the end of the Heroes’ War.

With their backs to the wall, Arkhante and Mantris had
resorted to the most corrupt spells and destructive weapons.
Concerned about the escalating violence, the populations on
both sides of the conflict urged their leaders to find an
honourable way to end it.
No one remembers precisely who came up with the idea,
but the solution that was adopted came down to a
championship battle: Chaka vs. Faustus. Mantris’s charismatic
woman warrior, a genetically optimized humanimal, vs. the
gloomy Primus of Shadows.
A strange but appealing choice for a highly promising show.
The acclaim was instantaneous.
And the outcome, catastrophic.
Even now, how that combat actually unfolded is the
subject of endless debate. Half of the world’s historians insist
that Faustus prevailed; the other half swears that Chaka
sacrificed herself to overcome the Primus. The one thing
everyone agrees on, however, is how the duel ended.
With an inexplicable explosion, one so destructive that it
devastated the continent of Artellium from north to south,
tracing a clear border between the two sides: the infamous Rift.
The Rift has since become a zone of desolation, a noman’sland whose landscape is as flat at an ocean, a horrific scar
whose heights have been worn down by erosion, a sterile land
without water… A dusty mummy-land frozen in an eternal
death rattle.
After that terrifying cataclysm, the conflict was ended with
a hazy armistice, that neither designated a clear victor nor
declared a verdict. Frustration over that hazy situation led to
the desire to organize the Appologium, whose arena is located
in the middle of the Rift, equidistant from the Arkhantan and
Mantri borders.
The Malkah has a hard time understanding that yearning
to name a winner, no matter what, even though the obsession

is reborn with each new edition of the Appologium. In her
opinion, instead of trying to understand how the confrontation
ended, everyone would be better off trying to make sure there
would never be another one between the two nations.
Oblivious to her reflections, in the arena, Chaka and
Faustus are beginning the re-enactment of their legendary
combat.
They twirl and spin in deadly dance with complex figures,
moving at a supernatural speed that makes their holographic
images, which stated out to sharp, go blurry.
The first highlight of the fight arrives. Faustus throws a
wave of jet-black daggers with such staggering speed that he
seems to have as many arms as a kraken. Under assault, Chaka
slaloms divinely well between the blades and their hazy wakes,
deflect the ones she can’t avoid with her impenetrably leathery
arms.
But just when the hailstorm of blades peters out, one final
dagger, appearing out of void, strikes through her defences like
lightning, stabbing her eye in the eye and veiling her face in
dark fog.
The audience gasps in empathy. Solis raises her hand to her
brow without realizing it.
Fleetingly frozen with pain, Chaka is unable to shield
herself from the second blade, which definitively blinds her.
She staggers, about to collapse, it’s over…
By all rights, the combat should be able to end.
And that’s where the second highlight comes in.
With a trans-human jolt, Chaka brandishes her two
sawtooth-edged spears and throws herself on Faustus. Despite
her blindness, she still has her furtive, reptilian movements, her
serpentine speed. Surprised by this flash of resilience, the
Primus loses the fraction of a second that would have allowed

him to dodge the last-chance attack. His chest is impaled by
the two swords.
While technology provides exceptionally fluid images, the
magic of Arkhantan sound strengthens the sense of immersion.
The audience sees it all, hears it all, feels it all. When Faustus is
transfixed, the Appologium reverberates with the sound to
torn flesh and the scraping of notched blades churning against
his ribs.
Another cry of shared horror.
The opponents, face to face, body to body, spew blood
over each other…
And then they vanish.
The recording ends suddenly, the equipment blown over
by the explosion that ravaged Artellium and left the
suppurating burn of the Rift.
One last shout from the audience – of frustration this time.
Then a magnificently respectful silence descends, enveloping
both heroes and accompanying their disappearance from the
arena.
Solis hasn’t been paying much attention to that archive
footage, which she has seen over and over, at every edition of
the Appologium. No matter how immersive the projection
may be, for her, the screening lacks the vibration of actual
presence; no matter how impressive it is, the combat releases
no other waves than the photons produced by the machines
and the bewitchingly intense sounds.
What does interest her deeply, however, is the crashing and
ebbing of the waves of emotion that run through the audience,
the prodigious spectre of chills and thrills, of hands trembling
and faces twitching with barely contained fear and the electric
catharsis that mark every instant of the re-enacted combat. It’s
as though Solis could perceive every chromatic nuance of it
across the full spectrum. As though she couldn’t help hearing

the blood beating in pounding hearts or the breath panting
from gaping mouths, or feeling the damp vapour rising and
swirling, the sudden heat flushing cheeks and making palms
sweat. She has flashes of foreknowledge, everything happens,
hurtling through her. Her rib cage turns into a gusting wind
cage, her nerves shivering like guitar strings, her skin soaking
up the arena’s rare dampness. She would love to take it all and
push it out, but she endures it all and calls to it. She feels like
the Primus of an arkhome that doesn’t exist, or not yet, anyway.
One that was invented for her alone, an orchestral arkhome
that could make the world resound in waves of fertile harmony.
Suddenly, at the heart of the Appologium, she has a vision.
More than a vision: a harp riff that whips every fibre of her
being, making it shrill. Her entire body has turned into an echo
chamber, nothing more. She closes her eyes to feel it better,
understand it better.
Suddenly before her she sees Chaka sucked into the air,
swallowed by the sheet of the sky. Solis can feel it being turned
inside out, like a glove. She senses Faustus too, facing her,
inhabited by an immense, unimaginable silence that snuffs out
even the screeching of the sand. He ceased fighting; she’s sure
of it. He desisted, on purpose. On purpose.
When she regains consciousness of her surroundings, the
Malkah becomes aware that Hannibal is watching her with a
worried smile. She would so love to share what she just felt
with him, but how could she express it? How can she translate
it into the single infrasound register that makes the earth
vibrate?
In the huge stadium, the crowd is still dangling in suspense,
clinging to the question that has provided structure to both
populations’ entire existence, the question that Hannibal has
always shared: who, of Mantris the technological or Arkhante
the magical, is more powerful? Who will win?

That’s why the Appologium is held on the anniversary of
the legendary combat between Chaka and Faustus. Each year,
gladiators from both sides reinterpret the duel of champions
to try to pick the lock of history, in search of a definitive
answer. Which one – Chaka the Genetic or Faustus the Primus
of Shadows – won?
Hannibal went into battle here eight years ago to find out?
The last Malek brought his daughter here each year for the
same reason.
In an unexpected flash of perception whose clarity
overwhelms her, Solis has just understood clearly what until
now she had only glimpsed: she has a power, perhaps even a
gift. She feels vibrations that no one else is aware of. But now,
as the tandems are preparing for the first round of combat, a
niggling doubt – a single one – is tormenting her: what if for
twenty years now, Arkhante and Mantris have been asking
themselves… the wrong question?

2
ABANDON ALL HOPE…

Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.
The maxim is worked into the portcullis blocking the
entrance to the Appologium arena. The gladiators who are
about to go into battle have to wait just beyond it. With an
ambiguous blend of compassion and cynicism, the organizers
are telling the truth about what’s in store for them.
For Aurelius, it’s neither one nor the other. Just reality, in
all its chilling banality.
The young man is one of the eight gladiators waiting for
their turn to step into the arena. It’s easy to see which side each
of them represents.
For Mantris: a woman with lavender hair and a pair of
artificial wings on her back; another one whose face is
halfdevoured by cybernetic implants; a nervous-looking guy
with a shaven head and a jumpsuit, and a colossus with
excessively pumped-up muscles.
For Arkhante: a sturdy-looking warrior with a thick red
beard; a Water magus, recognizable by her blue tattoos, and a
young man in a leather doublet. Plus, him, Aurelius.

There’s one big difference between him and the rest of the
group, though: Aurelius isn’t an Arkhantan, he’s a Nay-Dam,
an inhabitant of the Rift.
His physique keeps his identity a secret and allow him to
pass. In his twenties – he doesn’t know his precise age – his
blond hair has been entirely shaven off on one side, and falls
nearly to his shoulder on the other. He keeps the goatee jutting
out from his chin neatly trimmed. His green eyes are flecked
with gold – a seductive feature that distracts from the steely
ruthlessness of his combatant’s pupils.
His clothing choices are part of the disguise, too. He’s
garbed in leather pants and a linen shirt. With his dagger
slipped inside his boot, he looks like a thief or a mercenary,
which is exactly the image most people have of Arkhantans.
Nor does Aurelius have any cyber implants, of course. For
good reason: that sort of thing costs as much as feeding an
entire village in the Rift for a year. Even though the young
man is the leader of one of his land’s most powerful gangs, he
can’t afford one of those.
No, nothing should betray his secret, but he still has to be
careful. For the thousandth time, he hopes that the corrupt
organizers who agreed to close their eyes on his joining the
competition will keep their mouths shut.
With his arms sticking through the bars, he watches the
battle taking place on the other side of the gate. Doing so
offers the advantage of giving him an excuse for turning his
back on everyone in his group, to reduce his chances of being
identified. He soon realizes the truth of the maxim on the gate:
there truly is no place to pin your hopes in the sands of the
arena.
It’s a bloodbath out there. Of the eight combatants who
entered the fray in the last round before his, only one is still
standing.

Curved-bladed lance in hand, the victor is staring down his
nose at the body of his last opponent. The blade’s sharp edge
is glistening with blood that’s dripping from the tip, scarlet
tears shed for the defeated.
Aurelius has seen hundreds of killers in his day, but few are
as charismatic as this one. His leather jacket, reinforced with
strips of metal, protects his chest, shoulders and thighs. His
helmet, also of reinforced leather, covers a good portion of his
face, then goes down the back of his neck. His armour is
simple, with nothing fussy about it, but a harrowing aura of
murderous efficiency radiates from it.
Still, the most impressive thing about him is the grimacing
mask concealing his face. His opponents must have thought
they were clashing with a demon. Their impression wasn’t
misleading: they’re all dead.
It takes a practised eye to spot the carb-steel in the armour
and the discreet nanofilament keening the spear. It’s almost as
though, like Aurelius, the masked warrior is hoping to keep his
allegiance a secret. But for anyone who’s paying attention to
the details, there can be no doubt that he works for Mantris.
“And the winner of Round 6 is…”
The combat regulator’s drawling voice is resonating
around the enclosed arena. Suddenly it’s covered up by the
crowd screaming the gladiator’s name.
“HANZO!”
The crowd screams, cheers, boos, jabbing their fists into
the air in threat or triumph. The spectators are thrilled or
disgusted with the man of the hour, depending on where
they’re from or what bets they placed.
In the midst of the frenzy, Hanzo remains impassive, his
lance pointing to one side, his diabolical mask staring at his
latest victim. His aloofness only increases the surrounding
delirium.

“That puts Mantris and Arkhante even, with three winners
each. So the seventh and final round will be-e-e-e…
DE-CI-SIVE!”
The uproar overwhelms the Appologium, descending into
the arena like fog rolling to the bottom of a valley. The walls
are vibrating so hard from the stamping of thousands of feet
that it’s as though the sand – which had been gouged and
disturbed by the combats – is being sifted smooth again.
For a fleeting moment, Aurelius feels like he’s vibrating in
harmony with the building, that he’s “seeing the sounds” as
the saying goes… if that makes any sense. Unless he’s just
panicking, of course.
“The Appologium is coming down to the last aballition,”
the announcer reminds the crowd, “which hasn’t happened for
eight years. Not since the victory of…”
The crowd on the Arkhantan side starts chanting, “HANNI-BAL! HAN-NI-BAL! HANNIBAL!”
All eyes converge on the royal box, where the
warriormagus is staring at the crowd with studied indifference.
As for Aurelius, all he can see is the Malkah. From where
he’s standing, her face is a blur, but her majestic off-white
gown, which in his mind’s eye is made of pure silk, is enough
to exasperate him.
The violent hatred she inspires in him and his
unquenchable thirst for both justice and vengeance are
clashing aggressively in his head and his guts. He would give
anything for her to feel for herself how hard life is in the Rift.
Aurelius has sworn to himself that he will put Solis in her
place… and restore the Rift to its rightful one.
He realizes that his hands are gripping the portcullis tight,
his lips curling up like bulldog on the alert. Simply getting
within sight of the Malkah was enough to trigger a physical
reaction. He pulls himself together quickly; this is no time to

attract attention to himself. He’s never been closer to his goal,
but he still needs to be patient.
As the arena is emptied of its combatants, the spectators’
cries are gradually replaced by the rustling of the crowd. People
are milling around, discussing the combat they just saw,
flagging down the drones or dragonets plying the aisles with
food and drinks for sale.
The Arkhantans are gathering around those who have
pulled out instruments to pass the time, huddling around the
music like around a cheerful campfire. Here, a woman with
hennaed hands is magically refilling tankards of foamy malth
for anyone who asks her to. There, a particularly talented
harmonicast player is using the Air glyph visible on her throat
so that she never has to pause for breath, making for an
exceptional performance. And elsewhere, an old man is eyeing
the pretty Genetics on the opposing side. He’s squinting in
hopes of getting the spyglass tattoo that looks like false
eyelashes to work. Alas, although it allowed him to earn a good
living as a guard in the pirate-city of Alvilid for many years, the
magic is no longer enough to make up for his cataracts.
As for the Mantris, they’re reVeRying with their friends,
using Virtual Reality to share their impressions of the combat
that just ended and their prognosis for the one about to start.
Or they’re getting in touch with the Mantrixes, the ancestors
who were chosen to upload their minds into the Noria. So the
living bring news to the dead, and the dead remind the living
about how earlier editions of the Appologium unfolded. One
small group is sharing data via their neuronal implants, setting
the tempo so that the colourful trails left by their messages
create a light sculpture. Messages are flying every which way
between the spectators, most of whom are only present as
avatars. Because it’s all the rage to pay for an Appologium
ticket without actually leaving the comfort of the citycontinent
of Mantris.

Hanzo eventually leaves the arena almost unnoticed. The
annals of the aballition will preserve his name, but the audience
has already moved on.
Aurelius observes the whole thing with a deep sense of
resignation. Born and raised in the Rift, being ignored by
Arkhantans and Mantris alike is nothing new to him.
He takes advantage of his vantage point to get a better
sense of the Appologium, a 400-hundred-cubit long oval.
Placed in the arena’s tiered seating, two populations face
each other. From the west, the Arkhantans. From the east, the
Mantris. The two rival powers fight over everything – even
their disdain for the Rift. The immutability of the face-off is
inscribed in the stones of the Appologium. Despite the
distance, Aurelius can feel the tension seeping into his bones.
Instinctively, he turns to the west, towards the roar of
sounds and spells. The liveliest booing comes from the west!
Pouring in from all of the realms of Arkhante, the crowd is
dancing and singing non-stop. Here they’re twisting and
swaying in their multi-coloured clothing, there they’re toss
their arms in brief, feverish waves.
Higher up, he can just make out odd hats and hair, and
even higher, poorly dressed people are haranguing, stamping
their feet and grumbling. But from top to bottom, they are all
clapping and shouting in unison, overflowing with the same
rhythms.
In spite of himself, Aurelius’s breath comes faster, his heart
pounds to the tempo of the crowd’s chanting.
The architecture rising above the Arkhantan spectators
magnifies their power even more. An immense, finely crafted
outer wall divided into seven monumental arches each with a
rose window, like the front of a temple. The light pouring in
through the stained-glass seems to embody the seven
Arkhantan magics, their colours enhanced by the rays of

Galana, the only one of the lands two suns that’s shining that
day.
On that side of the arena, the number seven is omnipresent.
Seven for the kingdom’s seven territories, the seven arkhomes
and their seven magics: Water, Earth, Nature, Air, Fire, Light
and Shadows.
At the foot of the broad staircases, seven imposing statues
represent the seven legendary Primi. Even the most remote,
isolated Nay-Dam has heard of the first magi in history: the
three women and four men who signed a pact with the
elements five hundred years ago, in order to unlock the
mysteries of magic and spread their use across the western
territories.
Half of the Appologium is shaking and stirring with bright,
loud bursts of Arkhantan magic. And Aurelius can’t help
getting caught up in it.
In the middle of the arena, a radical change takes place. It’s
not just a change of architecture, it’s a shift into another world.
Because the East belongs to Mantris.
The other half of the Appologium, dedicated to the
citycontinent, soars haughtily towards the sky. The semicircular outer wall accumulates the most unlikely elements that
seem to defy the laws of gravity. Separated by several feet of
empty space, huge crystal display panels make it impossible to
ignore Mantris’s achievements. Veritable giants of light, the
great city’s elite fighters – cyber-warriors; perfectly
proportioned swordsmen, and killer robots with a ruthless air
about them – are parading like models on a runway.
“Like soldiers on parade,” Aurelius thinks mockingly.
Still, he has to admit, Mantris can really put on a show! An
orgy of light floods over the tiers in waves, making the slightest
bit of metal gleam and the air itself glitter, the way ice particles
sometimes do in the winter air. A profusion of endlessly

evolving, undulating holograms intensify the oscillating
radiance, playing over and splattering the excited spectators.
Dozens of pernicious and continuous advertisements
intrude everywhere, saturating the visible space with their
glittering illusions. Short sequences extolling the latest bioosts
and other miracle products, flaunting strange or fascinating
genetic innovations, or unveiling unbelievable swarms of
robots and flying machines in inconceivable shapes.
The corporations are competing fiercely to stand out from
amidst that visual excess. Brands’ clever symbols speed by
quickly, and Aurelius finds himself irresistibly drawn in: AlDin
– Trântor – Gestark – Blue Dream – Loockon-Dien – ROMA
– Robodyne – Aleph – Kyotech – Vezda.
Less frenetic and more informative are the projections
demonstrating quantum computers’ performance in the
service of the Mantrices, the Artificial Intelligences that rule
the city-continent.
From his vantage point, Aurelius notices something that’s
more than just a detail. At the spot where the tiers of seats
descend towards the arena, the Mantri panels are precisely the
same height as the Arkhantan stone buildings. But the further
his eyes skim up towards the luxury boxes, the higher the metal
structures made of alba-met and carb-steel rise to an
unparalleled height: three times that of the walls on the other
side. The architectural message is clear: Mantris rules!
“They may think so!” Aurelius thinks to himself, as a proverb
from the Rift pops into his head, “You don’t build what you
want to be. You become it.”
Arkhantans and Mantris can measure, compare or hate
each other all they want, it means nothing to him! And it is
nothing compared to the energy within him. Nothing on the
scale of the hatred that drives him.

Because even if the Appologium illustrates the differences
between Arkhante and Mantris and their irreconcilable view of
life better than any discourse, it also shows something else. An
absence, an oversight, a forgotten land.
The Rift.
Absolutely nothing here refers to the devastated territory
where Aurelius grew up. Nothing but the sand in the arena –
trod upon and gorged with spilled blood. Sterile and burning
hot, like the den or the camping place of Death.
Sand on which he might well soon die for the sake of
entertaining two warring brothers.
Aurelius abandons his vantage point and goes to sit a little
ways away, with his back against the wall. His turn to enter the
arena will come soon enough. Waiting for the right moment is
something he’s good at. He hasn’t had any choice, it’s an
essential survival tactic when you grew up in the Rift.
The whole question is whether, like Hanzo, he’ll be the last
one standing.
Anybody else in his shoes would beoverwhelmed by
gutwrenching fear, knowing they had almost no chance of
making it out alive. Is any gladiator insane enough to enter the
arena without the slightest apprehension?
And yet, Aurelius is staying on top of his anxiety; he’s
rationalizing it, the better to master it. He can feel Death’s cold
breath on the back of his neck, but he’s still looking straight
ahead, because he has a goal. One that’s not just his alone, a
mission that is bigger than life, bigger than just him.
No matter how dangerous it is, he has to carry out his
mission: put the Nay-Dams back on the map. He is their
champion, the custodian of all their hopes. At least, that’s how
he likes to think of himself. The truth is, hardly anyone knows
what he’s planning to do, even among the Nay-Dams. Secrecy
is vital to his success.

One way or another, the Rift is going to get its rightful
place on the continent of Artellium back. Achieving that lofty
goal will take time, daring and a lot of luck. Attracting attention
at the Appologium is just the first step in his plan. In their plan,
because he’s not the only one in charge.
“Hey, you!”
Just in time, Aurelius closes his eyes before a spray of sand
hits his face. Placidly, he dusts off his goatee, turns his head
and spits out the sand that’s gritty between his teeth, making
sure not to do anything that could be interpreted as a
provocation. Only then does he raise his eyes towards his
aggressor.
It’s the guy with the shaven head and the jumpsuit.
Close up, his emaciated face and wild eyes betray a
dangerous madman, an impression that’s strengthened by his
wildly unkempt hair. His synthetic jumpsuit could only have
been manufactured in Mantris. It’s studded with strange
capsules holding an electric-blue liquid that’s gleaming in the
rays of the suns. As tight-fitting as a second skin, the outfit
highlights every fibre of his muscles.
Aurelius doesn’t know a thing about science or magical
rites, but he knows people. And its easy to decipher the fear
disguised as aggressiveness: no need to be particularly
insightful for that. But his instinct has detected a touch of
arrogance, too, a surprising excess of confidence in someone
who is about to risk their life. The guy has something decisive
up his sleeve, something he’s not supposed to have. Aurelius
carefully makes a mental note of it.
The provocation is clumsy and heavy-handed, childish
even; no good can possibly come of the situation. If Aurelius
could have his way, the solution would be obvious: stab him
in the eye and give the dagger a quarter twist, just to be sure.

Unfortunately, that’s not an option. Today, he needs to win in
the arena, not in its antechamber.
“Hey, I’m talking to you, Illusionist!”
Aurelius hides a dismissive smile. Illusionist? It must be a
Mantri insult describing Arkhante’s magi. That’s good, let the
dumb thug keep thinking he’s an Arkhantan.
They’re about to enter the arena, this is no time to lose his
cool. Keeping his secret is far more important. Above all, he
can’t spoil his chances by talking back to a guy who’s so
nervous he’s acting like a little kid.
“Answer me when I talk to you, boy!”
Annoyed, the guy kicks more sand in his face.
Aurelius ignores him, and goes through the same routine:
goatee, spit, stare. If the jerk keeps this nonsense up much
longer, he’s going to draw attention to them both, so it’s time
to put a stop to it. Aurelius rests his arms on his bent knees to
show that he’s not looking for trouble.
“Cat got your tongue, on top of it?”
No, but I wouldn’t mind biting yours off with my teeth.
Aurelius is caught between a rock and hard place: the
Mantri will take anything he says as a provocation. But keeping
his mouth shut isn’t helping either. He decides to try a tangent.
“The arena is the only place where I fight.”
“You’re shitting in your pants, aren’t you?”
“Don’t worry, I’m wearing a diaper.”
Aurelius is exaggerating his fear. Luckily for him, fear is an
old playfellow he’s had time to tame.
Despite being in his twenties, he already knows all of fear’s
facets: apprehension before a fight that electrifies you, anxiety
over a disfiguring wound that twists your guts, the dread of
death that paralyzes you… or turns you into a veritable war
machine.

He knows everything there is to know about fear; he’s
turned the sensation into an ally, a friend, a lover. It’s still a
savage beast that can bite your hand just when you thought
you’d tamed it, though.
The Mantri, on the other hand, is having trouble handling
his nerves, which is why he has to puff himself up with bluster.
“I hope we don’t get paired up, I didn’t come here to lose!”
You’re so nervous you just said “lose” instead of “die.”
Aurelius just shrugs. He doesn’t want to be teamed up with
someone that nervous either. But he knows perfectly well
there’s one chance out of four that they’ll be forced to work
together to eliminate the other pairs.
For Aurelius, the whole idea of pairing off is idiotic, a
twisted reflection of the Heroes’ War. And what’s even
stupider is that the competition is organized in the heart of the
Rift. Ever since the zone was so heavily damaged after the
conflict ended, neither magic nor technology work smoothly
there. The more sophisticated the equipment, the more
complex the spell, and the more unpredictable the effects
become.
No one – neither scientist nor magus – understands exactly
why not. So why did they build the Appologium there? Maybe
it was to deprive the participants of their powers and oblige
them to count on their innate abilities. To give a veneer of
fairness to the competition.
When you get right down to it, maybe that’s the point of
locating it in the Rift: proving that, without their special
powers, neither Arkhantans nor Mantris are any better than the
Nay-dams. That they’re within reach of revenge.
“You hear me, code-whacker?” Jumpsuit says, unwilling to
drop it.
Quick as a flash, he grabs Aurelius by the collar, and yanks
him up. The Nay-Dam doesn’t try to resist, but the cloth of his
shirt still tears, revealing the pendant he wears around his neck.

“You’re gonna’ die, punk. Whether you get in my way or
not, I’m going to slice you open.”
To emphasize his threat, the Mantri rips off the pendant.
He raises the shimmering chunk of amber hanging from it to
his eyes, and whistles approvingly, impressed by the
gemstone’s radiance. He closes his fist around it, tossing a
challenging look at Aurelius.
“I’m keeping this, for the trouble.”
Aurelius still doesn’t react. He settles for tucking his torn
shirt back in. He’s staying in control of the situation… in his
own way.
Frustrated, the other man wanders away, muttering,
annoyed by an insect he flicks away with the back of his hand.
That piece of amber is the most precious thing Aurelius
owns. But at this precise moment, when keeping his
background a secret is even more precious, it’s best not to react.
He knows a thing or two about pragmatism. Besides, either
he dies during the aballition and the theft won’t matter to him.
Or he triumphs. In which case he’ll get what’s his back from
the body of that miserable vermin of a kobold when he,
Aurelius, is good and ready!
For now, he plops back down, wriggling his shoulders to
fit more snugly against the wall, and waits.
Waiting patiently for the right moment is something he’s
practised at.

3
BUG STORY

> Channel #1 | JUNE ∆ Human Resources \ © Robodyne >
> Hanzo won, luckily for you, dear Ordinator. Still
convinced we’re going to win the Appologium this year?
> Obviously, my dear!
> The Arkhantans don’t seem to agree with you, to hear
how they’re chanting their old champion’s name.
> Channel #2 | FEI ∆ Head of R&D \© Lookon-dien >
> It’s the last round, Ordinator, your last chance to change
your mind…
> Bet against Mantris? You’re such a cyberpunk, Fei.
> Your oh-so Norial conservatism could cost you your
spot in the Croesus Top 100 ranking… > I’ve known worse
falls.
> Channel #3 | ALEKSANDER ∆ Security \ © Vezda >
> That Hannibal is an animal! To think they’re cheering
for a bodybuilder I could flatten in one blow!
> No one doubts that, Aleksander.
> Are you making fun of me, Ordinator?
> I’m making fun of Hannibal, actually. I can just picture
him strutting before you, so sure of himself. Except that,

unlike him, I recognize a Fulgur™ cyber hand when I see
one…
> Nice piece of work, isn’t it?
> Nice design, I’d say. Devilishly vintage. Très “vezdated.”
> Channel #4 | HASSAN ∆ Product Director \ © Blue Dream
>
> These duels are so damnably low-tech! No way to do any
decent product placement. And there’s not even a rotten old
spell to break the boredom! They promise us a top-notch faceoff between haute science and black magic and all we get is
street fighting. What a let-down…
> The Rift affects quartz’s radiation, you know that,
Hassan. “Low-tech, high emotion,” like the cybies say. There’s
nothing more moving than a human facing Death alone, with
no jokers, no escape, wouldn’t you say?
> Sub-routine – coupling Channels #1 & #3 > opening Channel
#5 with Arhax ∆ Head of Operations \ © ROMA > adding
archives
from Edition #12 of the Appologium, seventh round >
> Arhax, come join June, Aleksander and me. I know how
you love Arkhante and its fantasy-style magi. And you know
how we love your cynicism.
> What’s the difference between an Arkhantan and an
onion?
> A eugenic onion?
> When you slice up an Arkhantan, nobody cries… >
And when you slice up one of your ‘bots?
> I don’t cry, Aleksander, I repair.
> Sub-routine – coupling Channels #2 & #4, adding stock
market data and Croesus ranking>
> Fei, Hassan, how about we spice the end of the aballition
up a bit? I don’t mean an ordinary bet. I’m thinking of

something subtler: whoever loses owes the winner a favour. >
I’m in, whatever the stakes!
> I’m not so sure. You’re known for your kinky requests.
> Hassan, you’re not going to let me bet against Fei alone,
are you? How unsporting of you!
The Ordinator has no trouble handling all those parallel
conversations, along with the dozen or so other channels that
he’s got open just now. He’s still nowhere near his PB: fiftyone
simultaneous discussions.
It’s true that his AIssistant is a huge help. Equipped with a
state-of-the-art quantum chip, carefully configured, and having
ingested hundreds of thousands of hours of training data, his
AIssistant is like a second personality. Sufficiently autonomous
to handle trivial requests, leaving him free to devote himself to
the conversations that matter to him.
The Ordinator loves that.
All around him, in the Norial Box, representatives of the
various corporations are preening. Their main product – their
own bodies, equipment and social attitudes – act as display
cases for their corpos. Most of them are fully absorbed in their
virtual conversations, removed from what’s around them, the
better to focus on their reVeRies. Whereas the Ordinator loves
observing them in the flesh, with his own eyes, starting with
the very people he’s chatting with.
June went with the Appologium theme: she’s wearing a
long pleated patrician gown that covers her legs down to her
ankles but leaves her age-tanned shoulders exposed. Huge
silvery earrings are set off by her dark skin.
Seated next to her, Aleksander looks like a thug in trader’s
clothing. With a squared-off jaw as wide as his forehead and a
sinister look to him, he’s distractedly cracking his albe-met
knuckles. Eyes lost in space, he’s staring in the same direction
as his neighbour, and both of their heads are tipped at the same

angle. Clues that let the Ordinator know they’re watching the
archives of Hannibal’s combat together.
Just past them, Arhax’s posture is different, which shows
that he’s not sharing June and Aleksander’s reVeRy session.
His expression is hard to interpret though: sixty-something
and fanatically devoted to Robotics, half of his face is artificial.
On the left: a strict, authoritarian look and a patrician’s noble
wrinkles. On the right, a ceramet – ceramic over a metal mesh
– prosthesis that has replaced his skull from jaw to brow, the
implant’s white satin finish, and the studied indifferencebydesign of its haughty features. Impossible to know what he’s
thinking about… Although his own eternal glory is usually a
good bet.
Then the Ordinator turns to look at Fei, garbed in a
liquidmetal exoskeleton whose black and gold scrolls
intertwine in endlessly shifting patterns. She’s boasting so
enthusiastically to her neighbours about Mantris’s having
evened the score that you’d think she had scored the tying
point herself.
Past her, Hassan, in a mid-length coat with glowing lapels,
is streaming light from the neuronal implants set into his skull
that peep out between the tightly braided rows of his kinky hair.
Either he’s in the midst of an encrypted conversation with his
hierarchy… or it’s a fake to spook the competition.
Every single person he’s been chatting with is projecting a
different impression than in their virtual conversations. And
the Ordinator would be willing to bet that the idea of taking a
peep at him hasn’t even crossed any of their minds. If it had,
they’d see his amused smile, and his unusually good-natured
appearance would get their guard up.
Several of the representatives present in the Norial Box are
activating their AIssistants to send private messages or official
communiqués over the network. Others are refining their

marketing strategies, going with Hanzo, whose diabolical mask
has serious potential in advertising.
The Genetics from the Kyotech corpo are full of strut and
swagger: the victor is one of theirs. The other techstyles
acknowledge Hanzo’s valour, while pointing out that before
him, a Cybernetic and a Robotic had put Mantris on the
scoreboard. As for the Meditechs, they’re defiantly insisting to
anyone who will listen that they’re sure to win the decisive last
round, which means that all four techstyles will have
contributed to Mantris’s victory.
It’s a perfect subject for the immedia – immersive media –
who latch onto it instantly, customizing vids at the speed of a
robotic production line, and flooding the network with them.
On-line wagers are soaring to unprecedented heights, to the
point that they might shake up the Top 10,000 in the Croesus
ranking.
In the midst of all that commotion, the Ordinator comes
across as an affable oasis of neutrality. He’s shaking hands left
and right – a quaint habit that has become his signature –
flashing warm smiles and confident nods, pointing an amused
finger at every drone hovering in his vicinity, and pursuing his
mental conversations on his AIssistant’s various channels all
the while. Accessible, out-going and appealing… he’s the ideal
neighbour or colleague.
And that’s exactly what he’s supposed to be, when you get
right down to it: he’s the official representative of Mantris, the
spokesperson for the NORIA, which administers the
citycontinent’s network. Nobody knows what the acronym
stands for any more – Non-Organic Rhizome of Intelligence
Abilities – but the Ordinator remembers. His mother used to
harp on the “Non-Organic” part whenever she disagreed with
a political decision.
“Ordinator!” a multi-channel chronicler with a voice
whose timber is perfectly adjusted to hook spectators’

attention hails him out loud, “What would you say the odds of
a Mantris victory are?”
The AIssistant scans the interviewer’s SITuation then flashes
them up on his retina.
∩ AIssistant, priority routine. ∩ ∩
ID: Liv, chrone.
∩Vid redirection rate: 61.7%, Top 20 in the field.
Liv’s cam zooms in on the Ordinator without having to
fiddle with its multi-lens’s filters: the olive hue of his skin
catches light perfectly. A vigorous man in his fifties, with a
strong chin and expertly tended golden beard and hair, he has
a penetrating gaze underscored by reassuring crow’s feet. His
optimized genes offer him an alchemical blend of charisma,
self-assurance and maturity.
Via his AIssistant, the Ordinator opens an encrypted
channel with the Noria.
> ®Channel #20 | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >
> Request: survey of shareholder-citizens of Mantris.
Question: Will Mantris win the twentieth edition of the
Appologium? Results sorted by age group.
Sixteen milliseconds later, the data is there.
The Ordinator replies out loud too.
“Liv, 58% of our fellow citizens believe that we’re going to
win the Appologium again this year; that number is even
higher in the 18-35 age group. I tend to be young at heart on
these matters, so I’ll say the odds are 70% in our favour.”
As Liv is about to go live, the cyber tattoos latticing her
face automatically adjust her makeup to suit the camera angle.
But she doesn’t need any help flashing a perfect smile.
“If victory is ours, what diplomatic favour will you demand
from Solis, the new Malkah?”

So that’s where that first question was going?
Clever. ∩ AIssistant, priority routine. ∩ ∩
Analyse Liv’s career.
∩ If quality score above 90, put in the lead.
Since the Ordinator gave those instructions at the speed of
thought, there is no noticeable lapse in the flow of the
conversation.
“Sorry, Liv, you’re on the verge of requesting classified
information, there. If I were to answer your question, I’d have
to reformat your SIT, as well as your whole audience’s. You
don’t want me to exSITe you now, do you? It would hardly be
appropriate at my age!”
His tone is teasing; a thrill runs through the network – he’s
clearly joking. But Liv can’t help glancing down at the Systemic
InterConnective Technology terminal she wears on her wrist.
Mantris provides all essential services to its shareholdercitizens.
On one simple condition: wearing a SIT. Deprived of that
interface, she wouldn’t be identified anywhere, meaning she
couldn’t enter her own home, broadcast her vids or participate
in the Noria’s surveys… A social death penalty reserved for
the most heinous crimes.
Liv is tempted to try to hoist the Ordinator on his own
petard. She’s convinced his detachment is feigned, that the
composure he’s displaying is a mask concealing what’s really at
stake. And she wants to know what he intends to demand as
the price of victory.
Because the thing is, the winner of the Appologium gets
the right to demand a favour from the other side. The favour
is essentially symbolic, just an excuse to spice up the
competition. So why does the Ordinator care about it so
much? She checks the archives of all of his recent interviews
without finding a clue.

But in the end, Liv decides to throw in the towel: the
Noria’s spokesperson is known for his reparee. There’s no way
she’s going to trick him into answering her, and there’s no
point in making herself look ridiculous. Besides, her AIssistant
is charting her audience’s wishes: they can’t wait to see the
seventh round of combats begin; interest in diplomatic issues
is flatlining.
Liv beams an even brighter smile, while she searches for
the perfect reply.
“Nothing could ‘excite’ me more than the combats we’re
all waiting for. Thank you for your time, Ordinator. And for
your faith in our side!”
Almost as soon as he goes back to his virtual conversations,
a priority notice catches the Ordinator’s attention: the insectdrone he sent to survey the gladiators’ waiting area has
compiled its report.
He skims it with a synthetized retinal movement directed
by his AIssistant. Kurtis, the S Class Meditech in the jumpsuit,
is one of the four Mantris drafted for the decisive round.
His cheerful expression still doesn’t betray what he’s
thinking, but inwardly, the Ordinator is heaving a sigh of relief.
He has staked his all on this Appologium, and unlike what he
implied to Fei and Hassan, he’s not actually a gambling man.
If Mantris wins, he will demand the right to mine an
enormous seam of triselenium located in the Rift, not far from
the Arkhantan border, half-way between the Orcunion Forest
and the Wall of Bones. The stakes couldn’t be higher! If he
can’t get his hands on that deposit, the city-continent will soon
be running desperately low on the quartz batteries that the citycontinent’s logistics – from cooking robots to cyber implants
via the most utilitarian drones – need to work.
Banish the thought.
Getting hold of that triselenium is so important that the
operation already has a name: Minage.

Normally, Arkhante would consider a request like that as
an affront. The diplomatic favour granted to the victor of the
Appologium is supposed to be purely symbolic. It’s disloyal to
wield it as a political weapon. Malek Tornhil would never have
given in to such a request. His daughter, on the other hand…
The Ordinator’s spies are unanimous: Solis is not of her
father’s calibre. Soft and ill-prepared for the throne, her reign
is getting off to a shaky start. His best-placed informer even
mentioned the possibility of a coup. So he has to grab his
chance.
84.2%. Those are the odds in Mantris’s favour, according
to the Noria. Granted, probability doesn’t equal occurrence,
but the prognosis has rarely been so promising.
Even though all the odds are in his favour, the Ordinator
is still cautious. A seasoned pro, he has enough sense to be
wary of what looks too easy. That’s why he covered his bets
with Kurtis. Persuading an S Class to descend into the arena
was a challenge worthy of his skills. Compared to that feat of
persuasion, greasing the organizers’ palms to make sure that
Kurtis would be selected for the last round was child’s play.
The Ordinator has done everything he could; now the die
is cast. In fact, the alguazil is already announcing the next
round.
“Dear Audience, the time has come for the seventh and
last round! Who will carry the day, Arkhante or Mantris? The
eight gladiators now entering the arena WILLLL… DECIDE!”
> Sub-routine – all channels open >
> Here we go, my friends. I can’t wait to hear your
apologies, oh ye shareholder-citizens of little faith!
On the giant screens, the city-continent’s champions are
being showcased in superbly animated clips. Kurtis is
portrayed as a wild-eyed warrior, head back, arms outstretched,
roaring like a famished lion.

Now Arkhante’s own are striding across the sand of the
arena, each one accompanied by their own hymn of praise,
with the entire west wing of the stadium singing along. The
Arkhantans are such extraordinarily gifted songsters that the
four melodies weave together into a polyphonic whole, literally
making the Appologium vibrate.
The Ordinator pays them no mind. His attention is
focused on one of the Arkhantans entering the arena, an
unknown combatant with blond hair shaved off on one side
of his head. The man’s slender build and dancer’s gait give him
a feline allure: agile and murderous. Exactly the type of
gladiator people tend to underestimate. Still, it isn’t the
warrior’s ambiguous magnetism that has caught the
Ordinator’s eye.
It’s the fact that his AIssistant hasn’t got a single shred of
data about him!
No SITuation, no textual, visual or vocal archives. Nothing.
Speeding up the sequence the drone recorded, he freezes
the frame when the unidentified fighter appears. The
Ordinator scans the mysterious fighter’s silhouette and
launches a search in the Noria’s database. Which is not
restricted to the inhabitants of Mantris. Oh no, the Noria has
data on practically everyone in Artellium, even Arkhantans. In
fact, at this very moment, drones are flying over the magical
lands’ side of the stadium, recording as much information as
possible to enrich their database.
The Noria’s results are incontrovertible: unregistered
individual.
The Ordinator stares at the warrior, whose own eyes are
glued to the Royal Box. Did the Malkah slip a card up her
sleeve too? Slipping in a joker, the way he did with Kurtis?
Untouched by the Ordinator’s doubts, the alguazil keeps
working the crowd.

“Here comes… THE JUDGE!’
Just as it did before each of the preceding six rounds, a
circle of eight whips appears out of nowhere. Known as “The
Judge”, in reference to an old text that it’s unlikely that anyone
there but the Ordinator has ever read, its role is to compose
the pairs of fighters, and then to choose from among the eight
possible battle zones. Suspended in the air, the four leather
thongs and four metal ones are rippling in an artificial breeze.
Their long undulating motions make them look like a hydra
bewitching its prey.
Suddenly, each of the whips flicks towards a competitor,
so quickly it’s impossible to follow the movement. All anyone
can catch is the sharp cracking sound they make. In the blink
of an eye, the pairs have been made. One from each side, the
warriors have been bound together two-by-two at the wrist by
a chain seven-cubits long.
Kurtis is paired with the outlier. Hmm…
The Ordinator sees it as a bad sign. An impossible-toignore
stroboscopic mental alarm is flashing in his head. It takes him
over a second to realize it’s not his own instinct that’s alerting
him.
The Noria is contacting him on the encrypted emergency
channel.
> ®Priority channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria > >
Unscheduled launch of Operation Minage.
> Bloody bugging hell! Scrub that, it’s too early. I have to
obtain the diplomatic favour first!
> Cancellation impossible: no network contact with the
mission’s aircraft.
> How do you know they’ve launched if you have no
contact?
> Thanks to a glitch in the embedded AI. There is a
probability of zero that it’s just interference from the Rift.

> You’re pulling my leg, right?
> I don’t use the priority channel to crack jokes. Pulling
your leg would be inefficient.
> Channel #3 | ALEKSANDER ∆ Security \ © Vezda >
> The blond wearing leather looks like one tough cookie.
Like he’s got nothing left to lose.
The Ordinator downgrades all the other conversations
than the one with the Archivist, the guardian of the Noria. And
he activates his facial scrambler, a subtle holographic webbing
that makes him appear to be smiling. It wouldn’t fool a truly
attentive cam or eye, but it will do for now, when all eyes are
on the arena.
What the bug is going on?
Operation Minage has been ready for hours, as he well
knows, because he gave the order. It’s nothing very impressive:
ten heavy transporters, two combat craft, plus mining robots
and equipment. It’s all old material with limited electronics, to
preclude major interference while flying over the Rift, which is
so confounding for state-of-the-art technology. A ridiculously
small unit, specifically designed to avoid getting Arkhante’s
back up any further after wresting that humiliating favour from
them.
Favour he hasn’t obtained yet.
Verdict: guilty of counting his quartz rays before the
triselenium was mined.
The Ordinator had given in to hubris fuelled by the Noria
and they’re damned odds! He’d let himself get lulled by
confidence of the Archivist and his cohort of Mantrices. He
should have followed his gut instincts instead of trusting
quantum computers.
Well, he’d worry about that later. There were more urgent
things to do than assigning blame.

> ® Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria > >
How many aircraft have taken off? All of them?
> Impossible to determine.
> Check the hangar vid steams, blast it!
> Aquila 1 and Aquila 2 are missing. The transporters are
still on the ground.
> Good. Send a stele guardian over for ocular
confirmation.
> The vid is clear, misinterpretation is impossible.
The Ordinator wants to scream that an anything but possible
bug – of cosmic proportions as long as we’re at it – is already
taking place, but he bites his tongue. Even his scrambler
couldn’t conceal an outburst like that.
> ® Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria > >
Check anyway. And I want those two aircraft located. Follow
the flight plan. I’d bet anything that the pilots wiped their butts
on the scheduled take-off time but won’t have changed the
flight path.
> The Rift scrambles magnetic geo-locators.
> Tell me something I don’t know! Of course it does,
NOTHING works right in that contaminated zone! Use the
Appologium cams and zoom to the max. Aircraft over the
desert can’t be that hard to spot, can they?
> Affirmative. Please hold… Please hold… Targets
located.
> Very well. Now identify the imbedded electronics and
plug me in. Send the video stream to my AIssistant.
> Mediocre quality, relief images unavailable; switching to
2D imagery.
It’s still amply sufficient to enable the Ordinator to witness
the attack on the Wall of Bones live.

With one eye on the border incident and the other on the
arena, where the last round of the aballition has already racked
up its first casualties.
An absurd bug is about to set off a new Heroes’ War. If
Kurtis doesn’t come out on top, the Rift could soon spread
over Artellium from coast to coast…

4
CONCERTMASTER

“Show me,” Hannibal orders him calmly.
“Shouldn’t we do that in the presence of the Malkah?”
“You don’t have any problem with the idea of exposing the
possibility of an assault on Arkhante in the Royal Box, in front
of thousands of witnesses?”
Locke scowls, looking troubled. Everything about him
betrays his advanced age: his grey hair and beard, his deeply
wrinkled skin, and his austere scholar’s gown. All that remains
of his youth is a frank smile and strong arms covered in
tattooed glyphs, but the tense expression on his face is a
harbinger of bad news.
Hannibal can hardly blame him: finding out that Mantris is
on the attack could destabilize anyone, especially on the very
day that the Appologium is stirring up bad memories of the
war.
The warrior-magus is waiting patiently. He can tell that the
Air magician is about to give in: the expressive respiratory
vibrations of his grunts and snorts are about as subtle as earth
tremors. Lena and Lauria don’t need to be convinced:
instinctively, they had called him away from the Box to speak

to him down here in the armour room. They know that
discretion is necessary.
“Oh, alright,” Locke says, yielding as expected. “But the
decision must come from the Malkah alone.”
“Obviously. That goes without saying.”
The three magi who came for Hannibal exchange glances,
confirming that they’re all ready to start the ritual of blending
their magical arts.
Squinting her sea-blue eyes, Lena has an impish look about
her. It’s misleading: the diviner is actually a formidable warrior.
Her battle-scarred leather armour, lacerated by enemy blades,
can vouch for that. She is always deadly serious when she
invokes the magic of Water. As she begins softly intoning a
spell, the humidity in the air condenses into languorous tears
forming an undulating screen.
Locke joins in with a diaphonic chant that is typical of the
Air arkhome, adding his deep, dark timbre to Lena’s higher,
lighter notes. The hair on his arms stands up, waving like wheat
stalks in the spring breeze, while the glyphs channel the air like
the valleys of Sahla. Snow-white filaments surround the wise
man, weaving a tapestry of information borne on the winds
from the nearby border.
Drawing her soothsayer’s Light prism from the folds of her
toga, Lauria enters the ritual in turn. The veil hiding her face
flutters in the slight breeze from her incantations that cause
the prism to begin to vibrate. An immaculate bubble of
serenity surrounds her, as white as her skin and the hair
peeping out from beneath her hood.
Thanks to the combined efforts of all three magi, the Wall
of Bones materializes before them in the armoury.
Hannibal knows what the magi are capable of, but still…
The ritual is improvised and reined in by low prana – the
source of magic that is as rare in the Rift as oases in the desert
– yet the image is still so realistic, so alive, that the

warriormagus feels like he has been transported to the very
spot.
He can hear the Wall cracking like the joints of a dragon
stretching its limbs upon awakening. Can feel the vibrations of
the brambles that hold the thousands of piled-up skeletons
together quenching their thirst on the morning dew. Their long
stems swelling like the veins of an irate monster, they shift the
remains around, their thorns making an awful noise as they
scrape against the bones.
Hannibal knows the formidable rampart protecting
Arkhante’s border well. His father was the first captain in
charge of defending it.
Thirty cubits tall and seven wide, the wall of bones and
brambles is particularly intimidating. Which is precisely what
the magi who built it intended.
The Heroes’ War had barely ended, and they could help
themselves from the battlefield. The magi performed a magical
ritual, one of the most powerful ones in the history of
Arkhante. Hundreds of thousands of corpses, human and
monster, were drawn in by the bewitched brambles and
assembled into what soon came to be known, with chilling
literalness, as the Wall of Bones.
As a child, Hannibal had played soldier there, patrolling the
wall to make his father proud. He remembered the dread he’d
felt: too strong to hold in, too shameful to confess. Deep in
the bowels of the rampart, that open-air cemetery, the creaking
echoed ominously, like a beast growling. When you threw in
the morning mist, like an animal’s breath, it was easy to believe
that the Wall was alive.
But as soon as he’d understood that the Wall shifted all by
itself to adapt to looming dangers, he lost his fear of it. That
ominous twitching and jerking, those death-throe spasms were
suddenly far less frightening. They were the first echoes of the
Earth he was able to perceive clearly, distant vibrations sent by

the Legendary ones to the rocks: the signal the arkhome
imparted to convince him to become initiated into its magic.
And now the Wall of Bones was under attack.
On the aquatic screen, the light breeze whose hues have been
decomposed by the prism is displaying the scene as seen
through the eyes of a giant eagle. Locke’s dual-voiced chant is
replicating the sound of the flying leviathan’s feathers as its
wings flap in the wind – a sound interrupted by fearsome
shrieks. Clearly guided by one of Nature’s enchanters, the
animal heads straight for the two aircraft that are like sinister,
swollen parodies of the graceful bird of prey.
An incandescent bolt of fire suddenly shoots from one of
the planes. It pierces the animal’s head, drilling a hole larger
than a fist. Killed mid-flight, the beast drops from the sky like
a stone, shedding tears of smoke, its feathers burnt by the
searing heat.
There can be no doubt: Mantris is attacking Arkhante’s
border.
Hannibal is incensed, overwhelmed by waves of fury, like a
volcano about to erupt. Yet he reins his reaction in, dilating its
explosive potential to attenuate the tremors. An experienced
warlock, he fiddles with his internal pressure, compacting his
feelings into a single, fiercely facetted diamond, a precious
treasure he’ll extract from his own entrails when he needs to
cleave open an opponent’s resistant armour.
As steady as a mountain, he observes what happens next.
The defence forces on the Wall spring into action. The magi
assembled on the rampart conjure up two enormous stone
golems.
Despite the distance between the border and the
Appologium, despite the speed of the wind carrying the
information, Hannibal enters into veritable osmosis with those
giant creatures. In his eyes, they are far more than jumbles of

rocks held together by magic. They’re alive. The rough
screeching of the granite rubbing together lends them a voice,
the spell activating them has bestowed a bronze, lifelike sheen.
The stone cracks, drawing determined eyes and furious
mawlike mouths. With their short legs and their fists resting on
the ground, there’s something simian about them. Except that
they’re each the size of a hill.
One of the golems grabs a huge boulder and crushes it
between its hands. With incredible speed for a creature of its
size, it hurls a shower of rocks at the aircraft.
The planes are bombarded by a hailstorm of rubble. With
a metallic screech, Aquila 1’s magnetic engine’s fairing gives
way. Released, the propeller comes off and crashes to the
ground in a hail of sparks. Hannibal thrills with satisfaction, in
tune with the ground at the site of impact.
Like an anthill decapitated by a bratty kid, the aircraft,
deprived of its engine, spits out a swarm of mechanical
silhouettes that leap out mid-flight. Robots, Hannibal realizes.
Only a few of them emerge intact from their fall, the others
wind up like gutted insects with trampled shells.
After a brief, hopeless struggle, the flying machine crashes
with an indescribable crumpling sound before going up in an
explosion sizzling with energy.
In the other plane, the robots shoulder their weapons with
supernatural synchronicity. Their shots are right on target, but
the stone creatures are in a different league from the giant eagle.
Flakes fly, a few chunks fall off, but the creatures don’t sustain
any serious damage.
Unlike Hannibal, Mantris’s humiliated technology is
unable to contain its fury. Hissing like a cornered snake, an
airto-surface missile takes off, making the aircraft shudder
from the recoil. It takes less than two seconds to cross the
kilometre separating it from the target.

Upon impact, it opens up a crater in the golem’s chest. The
hole swallows the missile before closing up right behind it.
Hannibal can practically feel the munition piercing his flesh
like a sharpened, burning arrowhead. Channelled by the stone
beast’s body, the shock waves from the detonation blast out
through the monster’s open maw.
In a final effort of will, the golem returns the shot to sender
before bursting apart.
Caught in the blast, the aircraft is tossed every which way.
This time, the robots eject before the fall. In the blink of an
eye, the troop is dangling beneath the cabin, fast-roping down
at the speed of light. In seconds, the robots have landed on the
stone monster’s shoulders, which are broad enough to hold the
whole squadron.
Their resemblance to ticks becomes inescapable in
Hannibal’s emotionless eyes.
Instantly, they are on the attack. Shots at point-blank range
sever the granite behemoth’s right arm, which hits the ground
like a thunderous rockslide. Realizing where the danger is
coming from, the golem contorts itself to pound its own
shoulder with its remaining fist, which is the size of a chariot.
One by one, the robots are brushed off or crushed.
But the manoeuvre is too slow and ineffective. What
wouldn’t Hannibal do to be able to lend the stone mountain
some of his own powerful agility.
A robot that’s better armed and padded, most likely the
detachment supervisor, is standing atop the golem’s skull.
Steadying the barrel of his weapon directly against the stone,
he shoots in rapid-fire bursts. Hannibal holds his breath. His
own skull is suddenly shattering with phantom pain, born of
the vibratory echo between two Earth brothers. The rays of
pure energy drill a crater through the head of the stone giant,
which begins to break down in silent, stoic cry of pain.

Deprived of magic, the golem disintegrates in a racket like
a cliff splitting under the pressure of erosion. The robot officer
skips from falling rock to falling rock, riding them like a solid
wave. He concludes the manoeuvre with a last powerful,
graceful leap, landing at a prudent distance from the rockslide,
knees bent and hands to the ground to distribute the impact.
Hannibal wishes he could crack open a fault line and let the
Earth’s vengeful jaws grind that miserable robot to bits.
Despite the almost irresistible intensity of that urge, he
manages to restrain himself once again, barely shuddering at
the image of tectonic plates overlapping with the infinite
sluggishness that is peculiar to immortal elements.
The supervisor can swagger all it likes, its victory is
superficial, and will be short-lived. Haunted by ancient spells,
the Wall of Bones shoots out its brambles to seize onto the last
few robots still able to move, and crushes them between the
foul, mephitic jaws of its ancestral skeletons.
That’s when the Mantri general’s lack of honour is in full
display: the supervisor grabs at a rope still dangling from the
aircraft, harnesses himself to it and rises into the air, swaying
beneath the plane as it disappears in the distance.
As bold as it may have been, the attack has ended in failure:
Mantris has been forced into pitiful retreat.
Arkhante’s riposte can be nothing less than ruthless.
“When did these events take place?” Hannibal asks in a
steady tone.
“As long ago as the time it took for the wind to carry them
here,” Locke replies. “It’s not blowing very hard today.”
“Very well. I’m going to inform the Malkah.”
“The aballition isn’t over yet,” Lauria points out timidly.
Which is unnecessary, since Hannibal can feel the constant
juddering of the fighting. In fact, one of the combatants, a
Mantri woman, judging by her vibratory pattern, just died: her

half-mechanical heart stopped suddenly when she hit the
ground.
“This information can’t wait,” the behemoth pronounces.
“You’re going to inform her in front of the dynastic lords?”
Lena asks with surprise. “I thought you were hoping to avoid
that.”
“Can you ensure me that no other attacks are currently
underway? That Mantris isn’t penetrating the Forest of
Orcunion as we speak?”
Lena’s nostrils flare with annoyance; she doesn’t care for
Hannibal’s military tone of voice.
“Negative,” she acknowledges. “I can not assert that.”
“And what about you, Locke?” the behemoth checks,
turning to look at the magician.
“Nor can I.”
Locke looks worn out, as do both Lauria and Lena. All three
of them must have drawn on their reserves, they need to catch
their breath.
Hannibal isn’t immune to the rarefaction of prana either. It’s
as physical a sensation as sand slipping between your fingers.
Legend has it that the Rift supresses magical powers. That’s
just a myth, a simplistic explanation for narrow minds. The
truth is that the devastation of warfare weakened the prana.
Magic doesn’t disappear in the Rift, it’s more like it gets
scrambled and elusive. Magi wind up feeling like scholars with
failing eyesight: they still know how to read, but their eyes won’t
allow them to see the words on the page.
Hannibal throws his shoulders down and back, chasing the
thoughts from his head.
“Good work, all three of you. Locke, do you have any
dragonets available? Good, send them out to see if the Wall
needs anything whatsoever. As for me, I’m going back to the
Royal Box.”

After the compact silence of the armour room, emerging
into the soaring heights of the arena adds another powerful
layer of tension. Hannibal had never lost his awareness of the
fear and trepidation of the aballition, which he could feel in his
bones, absorbing them the way you’d notice the brouhaha of
a crowd without trying to disentangle specific conversations.
Still, seeing the imposing majesty of the Appologium and the
fervour of the combatants risking their lives for the final
victory give the scene greater presence.
But he ignores the spectacle, trying instead to catch Solis’s
eye. Seated with a dignity worthy of her rank, she can’t help
drumming her fingers discreetly on the armrests, tapping them
in time to the combats, as though she were conducting the
gladiators’ movements. Sometimes, the rhythm of her fingers
speeds up in hopes of a successful sidestep; at others, it is
suspended mid-air, awestruck by a fatal blow.
Hannibal is surprised by the empathy she’s showing for the
gladiators’ fates. Isn’t seeing blood be shed in her name one of
the privileges of the Sculpted Throne? When one of their
warriors dies for Arkhante, he sees it as an honour. A life laid
on the line shouldn’t be spared out of fear or modesty. It must
be offered as a tribute to the Malkah, who should welcome it
as such: a gift accepted with pride.
The feeling that Solis wasn’t made to reign is deeply
upsetting to him. He feels doubt stabbing painfully at his
flesh. He’d love to be able to yank it out, to have complete
faith in her.
While he’s trying to find a way to speak to her discreetly,
Solis stands up and walks over to a table spread with
Arkhante’s most refined delicacies: from La Crevasse cheese
to fruit jellies magically candied on the tree, there’s something
for everyone. He takes advantage of her initiative to walk over
to her, going right by her bodyguards who don’t budge.
Hannibal half wishes that one of them would raise so much as

an eyebrow, giving him a chance to settle the dispute
simmering between them once and for all. But ValRed, the
trio’s captain, is too clever to offer him that opportunity.
“Would you care to partake of something?”
Solis has turned to speak to the dynastic lords, willing to
serve them herself. Heads shake and palms are raised in polite
refusal. Their stomachs are far too knotted with apprehension
to bear the thought of having to digest anything. Although the
Malkah’s serenity could be interpreted as a reflection of a
certain inner strength, in the mood he’s in, Hannibal is seeing
it more as off-handedness, if not outright obliviousness.
Nothing that’s making her appear more imposing, in any case.
The barbs of doubt won’t let go.
“Malkah…”
“What about you, Hannibal, my dear sir: surely you’ll take a
sweet, won’t you?”
“No thank you, Malkah. If I may…”
“As you wish,” Solis cuts him off. “For myself, I’ll have a
piece of fruit.”
Hannibal looks at the dynastic lords, in the futile hope of
pushing them away with the exceptional ferocity of his gaze.
When he turns back to Solis, he sees her peeling her fruit with
a silver knife.
“You obviously have something important to tell us,
Hannibal. Speak. No more than I, the dynastic lords must not
be kept in the dark.”
She gave her command without lifting her eyes from the peel
slowly lengthening beneath the blade of her knife like chiselled
lace.
“It would seem that…” in reaction to Solis’s levity,
Hannibal’s hesitation snaps like a fissured rock.
“Mantris is attacking the Wall of Bones!”

Stunned by the announcement, the dynastic lords exchange
looks of stupefaction, gazing first at one neighbour, then
another, turning faster than spinning drums. Some stand up,
as if to take their leave, then sink back down again, not
knowing how to react. Galvanized by a new death blow, the
cheers of the crowd seem to add to the chaos reigning in the
box.
“Precisely what kind of attack is it?” Solis asks calmly.
Only the deep nick in the fruit she’s peeling betrays her
concern.
As a former soldier trained to report military matters,
Hannibal provides a clear and concise assessment of what he
learned from the magical ritual.
“So if I understand correctly,” Solis says, summing the
situation up, “the assault has been repelled and no other
initiatives have been observed for the moment. Is that correct?”
“Yes, Malkah.”
“Well then, so the urgency of the matter is relative. It’s just
the first shock wave of surprise. Nothing obliges us to act
immediately, without careful reflection.”
“That’s it? You’re not going to do anything about it?”
Alokah, the dynastic lord of Orcunion exclaims vehemently.
“I must remind you that my territory extends the border,
but has no ramparts to protect it!”
Solis stares down Alokah, a ghostly-looking man with pale
skin, white hair smoothed back and eyes of a grey paler than
ash. His black velvet coat embroidered with silver threads
creates a striking contrast, a clever – though hardly subtle –
way of portraying a charismatic and fearsome personage.
The Malkah doesn’t fall for it. She points her knife at the
dynastic lord, the blade dripping a thick juice that could be
blood were it not for its orange hue.

“Need I remind you to whom you are speaking, Orcunion?
What do you think? That I’m frightened? Anything but! I’m
outraged, furious and absolutely determined to get to the
bottom of this. But would you have me send troops to Mantris
in a fit of pique? Without knowing anything about the situation,
without considering the causes… or the consequences? Do
you think I should react as thoughtlessly as their automatons?
What if this attack is a trap? An incident fomented by a phalanx
of rebels trying to spark a war that even the Noria wishes
desperately to avoid?”
Magnified by her righteous wrath, Solis sweeps her eyes over
the other dynastic lords to bring them along, too.
“Each and every one of you knows as well as I do the extent
to which Mantris’s shareholder-citizens bicker and squabble
amongst themselves, divided by their incompatibilities. Their
different ‘techstyles’ are competing, conflicting approaches,
unlike our arkhomes, which are variations on the same whole.
My dear Dynastic Lords… let us not reproduce their grave
mistake.”
The Malkah stares at each dynastic lord in turn with her
hypnotic purple gaze, daring them to refuse her proffered hand.
Not one of them dares to be the first to do so.
“Excellent. Then here’s what we’re going to do: go back to
our seats and cheer on our champions so that they win. Then
I’ll be able to use the diplomatic favour to hold Mantris
accountable.”
“But…” Hannibal attempts to interrupt.
“In the meantime, Hannibal, I’m counting on you to bring
tangible proof of the apparent aggression.”
“Proof? The ritual isn’t enough?”
“We’re in the Rift. Magic isn’t known for its reliability here.”
“They dared to attack the Wall! By the Earth, that’s where I
grew up!”

Shaken, Hannibal has snapped at last. The compact diamond
of his resentment had swelled into a vein as his frustration
grew, and Solis’s ramming turned it into a strip mine.
Solis will not allow such insolence.
“As you all know, it is the nobles’ privilege, and not the
magis’, to decide affairs such as this. Indeed, where are the
Primi? I don’t see a single one, not even Tumulus.”
It’s a low, pointless blow. Of course the Primi aren’t there,
neither the master of the Earth, nor the others: you don’t ask
someone who has known thirst to cross the desert for no
reason. But Solis isn’t done with him yet.
“Shall I play the sacred Lithofore to remind you of the fealty
you swore to the Sculpted Throne after the
Crucible agreement?”
Now she’s gone too far. A powerful shudder travels through
Hannibal’s body, a visceral shock wave climbing up his spine
and locking his jaw. His annoyance is turning into rage, shaking
him like an earthquake that…
… is soothed by nothing more than a slender hand laid
delicately on his chest. Solis’s soft white skin stands out sharply
against Hannibal’s ebony leather armour; her graceful fingers
contrast with the rough, scarred musculature of the
behemoth’s own.
What a mountain couldn’t have withstood, Solis had
appeased with the lightest of touches.
He suddenly realizes what just took place. Now that he has
calmed down, he can grasp the subtle variations in the echoes
coming off the Malkah. Needing to respond to the dynastic
lords’ wishes – those weepy violin tones, she also has to take
both the grumbling base notes of the Appologium and the
drumbeats of the call to arms into account. In the midst of
conducting that already tricky score, Hannibal’s stormy griping,
as thunderous as a brass section, was simply too much.

Digging down deep, Hannibal finds the wherewithal to
accept his role in the orchestra led by the Malkah. After all, he
wanted her to rise to the task, now that she has, he has to fall
into step. He had been mistaken about her, and now it’s
making him admire her all the more.
His instinctive impulse floods back in, grazing possession
rather than protection, the sensation compacted in the marrow
of his bones: Hannibal wants to hold onto his role as the
Malkah’s concertmaster. He was the first to stand at her side,
he has been her rock, hollowed himself out to provide shelter
when the paternal storm whipped her.
Despite everything he has said and hoped, at the bottom of
his heart, he doesn’t really want anything to change. He wants
Solis to keep on counting on him, and him alone.
Concealed by Hannibal’s imposing stature, Solis manages to
mouth a discreet “thanks” emphasized by a radiant smile.
Then the moment passes, and Solis disappears behind the
Malkah.
“Well then,” she says aloud. “Because we are manifestly in
agreement, let us all go back to our seats. Part of our
strategy is in play as we speak, let us not lose track of it.”
Outside the box, in the clamour of the electrified audience,
at the centre of the supercharged Appologium, on the burning
hot sand of the arena, Arkhante’s gladiators were reminding
Hannibal that his hopes were soon to be dashed.
Solis was counting on them now, and not just on him any
more…

5
THE GLYPH

“Watch out!”
Aurelius turns around. At the same instant, a ball zips past
his ear, the wind of its trail lifting his hair.
“What the bug are you doing?!?”
His jumpsuited partner is beside himself.
“Move, magus, move!”
Crouched behind his shield, he deflects another ball, which
speeds off in a vicious rebound.
“What are you waiting for, blast it! Catch one!”
Something finally clicks, like a bolt from the blue waking
Aurelius up in the midst of a combat. Overwhelmed by the
clamour and the repeated shocks, he had lost contact with
reality for a few precious seconds. It’s time to evaluate the
situation… fast!
He’s surrounded by chaos. Dozens of balls are bouncing
every which way, as fast as bullets, as deadly as darts. He can
smell a storm cloud about to burst, and fear and metal, too. He
hears shouts, the whistling of the projectiles, shrill, ululating
screams. Blood red and deep black dominate the scene.

All that information is assailing him at once, drowning his
senses and his mind. He’s trying to channel them, to force
himself to establish some order.
He has got to turn them into a meaningful image.
They have been virtually parachuted into the Valley of Fire,
in the midst of a volcanic eruption, a scene blackened by soot
and illuminated only by the glow of lava. The seventh circle of
Hell: that’s the ordeal the Judge chose for them. The
simulation is so realistic that he can feel the blistering heat of
the magma, and the quaking of the ground beneath his feet.
The shrill screams are coming from harpies who guard the
spot. They soar through the clouds of ash, materializing
suddenly like ghosts in a nightmare. Their claws can shred flesh
as well as catching balls and reflecting them away in an instant;
their feminine faces shriek with pure, unadulterated hatred.
Of the eight participants in their round, only three pairs are
left, including their own.
His partner is doing his best to protect them with his shield,
a heavy pavise that he handles deftly.
Aurelius needed two heartbeats to assess the situation.
That’s far too many when your life depends on it.
A terrible pain has numbed his left shoulder and is racing
towards his chest and hand. Out of the corner of his eye, he
can see his cuirass changing colour, meaning that the blow
counts. As he’s dodging the claws of the harpy swooping
towards him, he wonders if he’s been hit anywhere else.
Behind him, the monstrous animal soars up, snatches the
ball that just bounced off of him and hurls it right back, at his
back this time.
“Two hits in a row!” the announcer exults.
His voice rings around the Appologium, gleefully announcing
impending doom, “The Aurelius-Kurtis pair is in hot water.
They’ve got their backs to the wall. Just one more blow, to

the target on his chest, and they’ll be eliminated!” It is time to
take charge of the situation.
“Kurtis, stay in front of me.”
Aurelius silently thanks the alguazil for having told him his
partner’s name, as he presses his chest up against his defender’s
back.
“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?”
“As long as we’re sandwiched like this, no one can hit my
chest.”
“Point taken.”
Kurtis crouches behind his shield. When another ball
strikes, it booms like a drum.
“But that isn’t going to help us win!”
“First, we have to eliminate the competition.”
Aurelius glances over Kurtis’s shoulder. Eyes darting here
and there, never losing sight of the whirling harpies.
“Those two first.”
He’s nodding towards the red-bearded warrior paired with
the lavender-haired woman. Thanks to her winged armour,
she’s competing with the harpies for the balls whizzing
through the air. Catching them at the source is not a bad idea,
especially since the chimeras are focussed on the competition,
not on what’s flying around them.
“OK, what’s the plan of attack?”
“Look.”
Aurelius points over Kurtis’s shoulder, guiding his gaze.
“Redbeard is following the girl around to leave her some slack
so she can manoeuvre. You block him, and she’ll be trapped
on her leash.”
“Over. Action!”

Without further ado, Kurtis launches into a skirting
movement. Aurelius matches his steps to Kurtis’s, sticking
close to shield the final target.
The technique would probably be less clumsy if they’d
been able to practise, but part of what makes the aballition so
popular is the participants’ spontaneity and improvisation. In
fact, cheers are bursting out all over the place; both live
audience members and holograms are screaming their heads
off, with cheering and booing all mixed together.
Hard to keep track of what’s going on around you with all
that racket, especially when you have to keep looking up.
Redbeard doesn’t realize they’re charging towards him.
The lavender-haired woman, on the other hand, spots the
danger. That’s one of the advantages of her aerial vantage point.
She snags a ball that spins in her glove and is immediately
expelled. Focused on his target, Kurtis doesn’t block it with his
shield. The ball strikes Aurelius’s shoulder without scoring any
more points. The pain is still intense though. Aurelius shakes
his arm; he can’t afford to let it get stiff.
They’re only 20 cubits away from Redbeard by now.
The woman sticks to her strategy. She intercepts a ball just
before a harpy can catch it, gives it some spin, and aims it at
Aurelius’s chest. Buzzing with adrenalin, he sees the shot
coming this time. He grabs the projectile with his glove, but it
bounces out instantly. The mitt doesn’t let you hold on to the
ball, only to orient the rebound. Aurelius makes a mental note
of that.
Lavender Hair tries again. She doesn’t think to warn
Redbeard, who, when push comes to shove, she doesn’t really
see as a partner.
Mistake.

With a great heave of his shoulder, Kurtis strikes him with
his shield. The warrior didn’t see it coming until it was too late.
He falls backwards.
Kurtis lands on Redbeard’s chest. Like a dancer, Aurelius
follows his lead, rebounding off of Kurtis’s back, and landing
on his stomach, level with Redbeard’s head.
Aurelius wraps his chain round the warrior’s neck, and
begins to pull.
Redbeard is bucking and kicking, but Kurtis has him
squarely blocked with his shield. Without releasing the chain,
Aurelius lashes out, pummelling his throat and crushing his
windpipe. There’s no time to choke the man to death. The
chain around his neck was just to distract his attention.
Redbeard dies without having understood what hit him.
Hovering above him, Lavender Hair tries to get away. But
attached at the wrist, she’s like bait dangling from a fishing line.
Had she been free, she could have escaped the harpies; but
with such a limited range of movement, it’s impossible. She
flails around, screaming in anger.
Another mistake.
Her cries having caught the harpies’ attention, they
converge on Lavender Hair, who finally freezes mid-flight.
Too late.
For an instant, the scene is still. The winged Mantri,
Aurelius, Kurtis and the spectators are all holding their breaths,
waiting to see what the harpies will do.
In a single, coordinated movement, they pounce on
Lavender Hair, ripping her to shreds in a shower of blood and
guts.
Aurelius is right beneath the bloodbath. He sticks his head
in the sand to protect his eyes from the shower of gore; guts
are falling all around him with a noise like wet ropes and an

aggressive, metallic smell. Finally comes the thud of the body
hitting the ground.
He avoids the gory downpour for a second more.
One second too many.
“Thanks for lending us a hand.”
The flute-like voice is almost cheerful. The other pair still
in the running is standing over Kurtis and him. Behind the
Water magus, the silhouette of the mutant with the enlarged
muscles is is so huge and wide that it entirely overshadows the
Arkhantan.
“You’re too kind.”
Lying on the ground with their opponents looming over
them, they haven’t got a chance. Aurelius is still protecting his
chest target, which is pressed into the sand, but there are other
ways for their opponents to win.
The magus raises her shield and crashes it down on
Kurtis’s back, making him writhe in pain. The blow is so
violent that it has shattered several of the small vials attached
to his synthetic jumpsuit.
It looks like he’s bleeding blue blood.
Aurelius only has a fraction of a second to react. Balls are
falling all around him, dropped by the harpies, who need their
claws to fight over the bits of flesh ripped from Lavender
Hair’s body. He gathers one into his mitt but it bounces lazily
back out. The magus flicks it away effortlessly.
“Please have mercy,” Aurelius groans.
He reaches his gloved hand out in front of him for
laughably limp protection. The Arkhantan strikes it ruthlessly
with the edge of her shield, leaning in to throw her weight into
it.
Which is exactly what Aurelius was hoping she’d do.
At the last possible moment, he shifts his arm so that only
the mitt takes the blow. It bursts into pieces, freeing his hand.

Aurelius flows into his next moves. With a blow to her
solar plexus, he knocks the breath out of the magus leaning
over him, and with a leg sweep, he drops her to the ground. In
the same movement, he gets up on his left knee, ready to
pounce. Then he reaches his free hand out towards a ball.
He knows what’s coming. The gloves aren’t only there to
keep them from throwing the balls accurately, they’re also to
protect them from the incredible energy the balls are filled with
to help them fly harder and faster.
The organizers even added the nasty twist of involving the
spectators. Anyone can increase or decrease the charge by
activating a button at their seat. The final level is the total of
all of the spectators’ votes.
Every aballition player knows it: catching a ball with your
bare hands is torture.
Aurelius takes a big gulp of air before blocking his breath.
Then he grabs the ball.
It’s like a blow from a whip. A furious torrent of
unbearable agony. The pain turns his nerves into string
instruments playing a devilish score.
His body is paralyzed by the blinding pain, tense to the
point that his stiff legs have jerked him into a standing position.
His hand is glowing as though he were holding both of
Artellium’s suns between his fingers.
He can’t contain the pain any longer, it has to come out.
“Yeee-ooOWWW!”
A primal cry rips from his throat, like a zombie tearing
itself from a grave. More than a scream, it’s a beast-like howl,
inhuman in the torment it expresses.
In the stands, everyone is scrambling to increase or
decrease the level. Increase wins out. By a wide margin.
Leggo, leggo, leggo. LET GO!
Aurelius won’t do it.

He hands control over to his primitive instincts.
His arm is sweeping the space in front of him.
The ball smacks into the cheek of the magus, who has been
gaping at such a pointlessly bravura performance. Her jaw is
instantly inundated with an overwhelming electric shock. The
Arkhantan is nowhere near as resistant as he is. She collapses
howling, her eyes nearly popping out of her head.
Aurelius dashes towards the colossus standing behind her.
The imposing Mantri fires up his augmented-muscled arm,
as destructive as a standing rock tossed by a giant. If it hits him,
Aurelius will be flattened on the spot.
As he throws himself on the ground, the giant fist misses
his skull by a hair. He rolls between the mastodon’s legs,
popping up behind his back.
He still hasn’t let go of the ball. Or stopped howling in pain.
Spinning his arm in a circle, he strikes the giant’s back
target, hard, and it lights up. Shifting his weight onto the back
of his opponent’s knee, he jumps up, wrapping his left arm
around the other fighter’s neck. Held back by the chain, it takes
two tries. Reaching his hand out again, he hits another target.
All that’s left is the hardest one, on the chest.
Aurelius tries to clamber over the giant’s shoulder to be
able to fall onto his chest. But his body betrays him. Exhausted,
he falls to the sand.
He blew his chance. It’s all over. He can let go of the ball.
Meagre consolation, but a huge relief, almost a pleasure
nonetheless.
It has never felt so good to lie in the sand, arms
outstretched, nuzzling the blue summer sky.
He’s going to die at any moment, laid out by a single blow
of the monster’s fist. The crowd is cheering its head off; the
regulator is screaming with excitement. At least he gave them
a good show.

“Looks like Death is calling for you…”
Kurtis reaches his hand out, as though he were going to help
Aurelius up.
“The monster’d already been hit in front. You got his last
two targets. We won, dancer!”
The shadow in his gaze betrays what he’s really thinking. On
a normal day, Aurelius would have anticipated what was
coming next, but holding onto the ball has frazzled him. Too
late, he sees the two vicious blows from Kurtis’s shield aimed
at his gut, knocking the breath out of him and creasing his
intestines.
The Appologium crowns only one victor.
As soon as the chain falls, the final struggle will begin.
In the meantime, Kurtis is strutting and swaggering while
Aurelius tires to recover.
The Nay-Dam knows that if he stays down, he’s dead.
Except that in his heart of hearts, he knows his fate is already
decided. He’s empty, dried up, hollowed out, scrubbed like the
sewers of Mantris, as weakened as a magus cut off from prana
for months.
His vision is blurred and he’s having trouble focusing. So he
settles for listening to the Mantris fans getting pumped up
about their impending victory.
He forces his eyes open, compelling himself to look Death
in the eye. Between his feet, the Royal Box comes into view.
The Malkah’s silhouette grows taller, he’d swear she’s standing
in front of her throne and that she’s sticking her thumb out…
but he can’t tell if it’s pointing up… or down. Head floating,
she leaves, and the arena is suddenly covered in fog. Aurelius
cranes his neck to see the box, and suddenly he sees Isalys in
her regal gown, pointing her thumb towards the sky, and
smiling at him in all her splendour. He wishes he could kiss her
one last time, nibble the berry of her lips.

“Isalys…
“You beseeching your Primus, dancer? What’s your arkhome,
Air?”
Aurelius rolls over onto his side; it takes three tries, but
somehow he manages to haul himself upright. Staggering, he
has to put his hands on his knees to keep from falling.
A wave of nausea wrings his guts so violently that bile
pours from his mouth and nose. His throat, which was already
burning from having screamed so hard, is literally stripped by
the acidic bile.
He opens his eyelids, despite the pus gluing them together,
and through the scrim of sand, he sees… his mother attached
with her arms outstretched on a vertical net battered by heavy
winds… Her skin has been slashed open on her breasts, her
belly and her legs, and the gaping wounds are being held open
with bits of wood. At each gust of wind, more soil and sand
are blown inside her still-living body. Aurelius creeps towards
her, he’s five years old… he can see that she’s trying to speak.
Her mouth full of wind and flying debris, she says, “Kill me…”
“What? You’re still giving me orders? Right, I’m going to do
what I’m told. I’m such a good boy, I lo-o-o-ve making people
happy!”
Kurtis is haranguing the crowd, tossing his arms in the air as
he unapologetically tramples the stiff, inert bodies of the other
gladiators – lighting all their targets freezes their cuirass armour
and petrifies them.
Aurelius remembers. He remembers drawing the dagger
from his small child’s boot. He remembers saying, “sorry
mama”. He remembers taking a vow at the end, a vow he
swore he would honour until death and even beyond: to
cleanse his mother’s honour. To avenge the entire Rift through
her. For eternity.
A burst of pure rage stirs him awake; he curls up into a ball.

The good news is his that his hand’s okay. He had assumed
that his palm would be burnt to the bone, the flesh as crisp as
toast… When his hand is actually intact. His nerves are
frazzled by the pain, that’s all.
He straightens up, nearly tips over backwards, and barely
manages to stabilize his position. He blows his nose on a shaky
elbow.
You can do it. You can, Aurelius! Just breathe!
Nastily, the Mantri tugs frequently on the chain to throw
his future opponent off balance and keep him from catching
his breath. Kurtis’s guard is up, and never takes his eyes off of
Aurelius…
Who hasn’t got the wherewithal for another battle. Kurtis
can count on his weird blue capsules, a joker he’ll be able to
call on the instant the chain comes off. Aurelius doesn’t have
anything but the dagger slipped inside his boot. Like when he
was five.
He doesn’t stand a chance. But he can’t bear the thought
of losing, either.
Although she is a hundred rods away from him, his suffering
hits Malkah in the gut. Her nose feels stuffed all of a sudden.
Mere moments ago, the waves radiating from Aurelius were
wound and coiled so tight that he was nothing but a cable of
pure pain. Suddenly something happens, there’s something
running through his body, coming uncoiled, beginning to beat
and throb once again. She doesn’t understand how it can be,
but she wants to help him, as absurd as that sounds.
The Mantri disgusts her: his arrogance and viciousness, his
total lack of nobility, his dishonest way of not letting the
warrior whose unexpectedly feline grace and agility she
admires catch his breath. Besides, Arkhante needs to win,
because between Mantris’s surprise attack on the Wall of
Bones and a defeat at the Appologium, Solis knows that the

Council of Dynastic Lords would stop at nothing to strip her
of her crown.
Impulsively, she stands up to show her support and to
encourage the fighter who’s dancing with Death. Just then, a
gust of wind picks up a pile of sand that had accumulated
against the body of a dead gladiator. The blond cloud briefly
blinds Kurtis, who turns away. Solis doesn’t know if there was
any connection between her standing and the wind blowing,
between her focused concentration and her desire, but that
gust was real. And it gives Aurelius a chance to grab the dagger
that’s slipped inside his boot without the Mantri noticing.
“What an awful way to die. He certainly didn’t dishonour
himself…” Hannibal mutters, disgusted by the man’s
impending defeat.
“He will live,” Solis murmurs in reply, loud enough only for
herself to hear.
In the mists of his exhaustion, Aurelius realizes that he is at
the heart of the decision, that he is even the damned needle
that will choose which way the scale is going to lean.
If he loses, Mantris triumphs and the Nay-dams will go on
scrounging for sustenance in the city-continent’s dump.
If he wins, but can’t get near the Malkah, Arkhante will keep
its foot on the Rift’s neck, flaunting their magical superiority
over those Nay-Dam yokels who have been deprived of prana.
But if he wins and can overthrow Solis, then the Rift comes
out on top. The Nay-dams will get their rank and their nobility
back. His mother will finally be able to rest in peace, after
languishing in limbo, where her tortured, wandering soul is still
vibrating.
Aurelius has no more choice, just a duty to fulfil. Right now!
Galvanized by his recovered determination, the Nay-dam
brandishes a fist raised by his unshakable willpower… and the
sudden movement throws him off balance.

He falls back down.
Convulsing, he spits out a thread of bile that the sand
immediately soaks up.
He drags himself back up again, staggering like a drunkard,
and tips over again after three pathetic strides.
“C’mon, man, don’t spoil my victory,” Kurtis whispers,
without losing the huge smile he’s addressing to the crowd.
> Channel #5 | ARHAX ∆ Head of Operations \ © ROMA >
> 97% for Kurtis, it’s getting silly to even wager at this
point, friends.
> I hope you have a good demand to present to the
Malkah, Ordinator, now is the time to rub it in — good
and hard!
The Ordinator still can’t seem to relax. Because he hates
gratuitous violence? Because he’s superstitious? Because even
3% odds of winning still means that the Arkhantan, no matter
how drained he is, still has a 3% chance? One tiny little chance
out of thirty-three? Ashamed of his own lack of confidence, he
forces himself to smile and gloat like the Mantri elite. With
only a few seconds to go, it’s over, they’ve won!
Sprawling on the ground, Aurelius flings one arm out to
try to turn over. If he could make it to a kneeling position,
maybe he could get back on his feet from there.
Maybe.
Or maybe not.
A prickling sensation in his wrist informs him that the two
partners will soon be freed from the chain binding them. To
his mind, it’s like a countdown, the ineluctable ticking away of
his last moments.
Aurelius has barely made it to his knees when the chain
falls. Kurtis kicks out, catching him in the chin and nearly
breaking his neck. The Nay-Dam is knocked flat.

Looming over him, Kurtis is shuddering strangely, as
though a huge tremor is shaking his limbs. The vials are
emptying out, saturating his organism with bioost, a high-tech
doping agent.
Aurelius’s last hope is that the meditech technology might
not work properly because of the Rift effect… Alas, that hope
is dashed before his eyes: inside the Mantri’s jumpsuit, his
muscles are twisting into ever-thicker bundles of cables, and
his skin is rippling like a nest of angry snakes. His pupils are
dilating, the irises receding towards his eyelids until there’s
nothing but two slim crescents left.
Kurtis is tripping out. The Meditechs had warned him that
Blue Dream causes a flash that lasts barely a second. If it were
any shorter, the intensity would blow his nervous system out.
For that briefest of moments, he is not in control. Both his
mind and his body are entirely in the thrall of Blue Dream.
After that, the bioost will make him faster, stronger, tougher.
Superhuman.
Barely a second isn’t long enough for his adversary to take
advantage of.
Except that something’s not working properly. The flash is
lasting three seconds.
Aurelius only leaves him two and a half.
Long enough for his discreetly palmed dagger to fly across
the short space between his hand and the stoner’s eye. Well,
that was the plan, anyway.
The blade missed the target and wound up getting him in
the throat instead. It’ll do.
Aurelius has no intention of making the same mistake
Kurtis did. He’s not going to assume his opponent is down for
the count; he’s going to make bloody well sure of it.
Gritting his teeth, he drags himself up and staggers over to
the Mantri. Blood is oozing from his lips. His pupils having

devoured his irises, his eyes are wide more with surprise than
pain. His body is convulsing, making the blood spurt around
the blade stuck in his throat.
Aurelius slashes his opponent’s throat before yanking the
dagger out, releasing a veritable geyser.
Despite what the effort costs him, he rolls Kurtis over onto
his back, raises his arms over his head and spreads his stiff legs
into a V.
Satisfied, Aurelius slumps more than he sits on his victim’s
chest, straddling him. With the tip of his knife, he slits the
jumpsuit open. Kurtis’s skin is still rippling with a multitude of
worms searching for a way out, suffering death throes when
they don’t find it.
Aurelius has to hurry; he can tell he’s going to faint soon.
With the dagger, he traces incisions on the body’s chest,
stomach and legs. With a twist of the blade, he makes them
gape open, then fills them with sand. The wounds form a
picture in scarlet and ochre, suppurating with suffering and
hatred.
Aurelius is proud of himself, he has managed to get his
message across, even if he’s the only one who grasps it.
He claws at the leather thong dangling from Kurtis’s neck,
his fingers so tacky with blood that he needs two tries. Then
he yanks it, hard, and gets his shimmering amber pendant back.
He’s got to get up, or he is definitely going to faint.
Aurelius doesn’t want to spoil the crowd’s fun. The
Appologium is expectantly waiting for a victor.
To buck himself up, he wipes his mouth with his arm,
unwittingly painting a crimson grin from ear to ear.
Laboriously, he stands up, swaying on his wobbly legs.
In the arena, you could hear a pin drop: a horrified silence
has taken hold of the crowd. Arkhante has lost its voice,
Mantris, its colours.

Aurelius throws his arms wide open; they are bloodstained
from hands to elbows. He chortles, his lips extended by the
bloody grin. That’s the signal the crowd has been waiting for:
they let out a roar of excitement that runs across the
Appologium from one side to the other.
Aurelius plays his role to the hilt, haranguing the spectators,
exhorting them to scream louder. Their ovation is unanimous,
vibrant with guilty pleasure.
The crowd is jubilant with excitement!
For their first Appologium, it must be said that the
NayDams have shown a certain flair.

6
GOOD LOSER

A good sport, the Ordinator is on his feet in the Norial
Box, granting Aurelius a standing ovation. Even though
Arkhant and Mantris are adversaries, he can still admire the
bravery and flair of the exceptional warrior’s achievement.
On the inside, the spectre of being deposed is numbing
his emotions, reducing the chill of defeat penetrating his
bones to the rank of a simple piece of information.
Contrast between interiority and appearances… a skill that
he has raised to an art form.
His eyes – like the cameras of all of Mantris’s drones –
are glued on Aurelius. The Noria is intercepting all of the
recordings anyone in the audience has made as well.
They’re throwing everything they’ve got into identifying the
unregistered individual who has wreaked havoc on the
realm of possibilities. And ruined all of the Ordinator’s
plans.
Nothing. Not one single reference, anywhere.
But his intuition is nagging at him…
He cuts off all of his accessories, puts his AIssistant in
charge of the day-to-day, gets rid of everything else. He has
to immerse himself in the scene unfiltered, with nothing
but his own raw senses and subjectivity.

Aurelius and his natural dancer’s grace, in a trance, his
charisma magnified by the horror of his deeds. The viscera
tossed on the sand in an almost artistic gesture, reflecting
the fighter’s macabre elegance. An atrociously mutilated
Kurtis, like a symbol of a defeated Mantris, a still life of the
eternal fragility of civilisations, no matter how evolved they
may be…
A sudden flash of insight stops him in his tracks.
Feverishly, he has the strange glyph formed by the array of
blood and guts analyzed. As billions of pictures in the
Noria’s image bank scroll by, he’s scrutinizing them for a
match, a reference, or a clue.
Stop. An image appears. Is enlarged. The most
infinitesimal of grins. He knows.
< Sub-routine – official communiqué. >
> I would like to congratulate Arkhant and its Malkah
on their victory. The decision was close, but this twentieth
edition of the Appologium has chosen its victor.
I would also like to offer my warmest thanks to all of
the combatants who carried Mantris’s colours, and whose
unstinting commitment was exceptional, as well as the
extraordinary audience that cheered them on faithfully.
And a word for all the men and women who labour unseen
in order to welcome us to this absolutely amazing arena,
the temple of aballition.
I will see you all again here next year. In the meantime,
allow me to remind you that Mantris never loses: it wins or
it learns. This year, we learned. Next year, we’ll win!”
True to his custom, the Ordinator distributes handshakes
liberally on his way out of the Box. He speaks briefly to each
of the most eminent representatives of the corpos personally.
Yes, he’s aware of the gravity of the situation. No, he won’t
debase Mantris honour by granting an unreasonable diplomatic

favour to Arkhanis – favour that is essentially symbolic after all,
he reminds them in an unruffled tone of voice. In front of the
chrones – the immedia’s chronicler-reporters – he promises to
give a full report to the shareholder-citizens at the Stock
Exchange the very next day. He even manages to throw in a
joke with Fei about their bet.
Projecting confidence, he takes the time that’s necessary
to reassure his side. That’s his role.
When the Noria says that the odds of a vote of no
confidence are below 10%, he politely takes his leave,
specifying that he is on his way to meet the Malkah to
congratulate her. That meeting will be his combat, he’s
going to make Mantris proud.
Heading down the stairs, he waves genially at the spectators
greeting him from the other side of the power barriers. When
fans start cheering, “Man-tris! Man-tris!” he clasps his hands
together and punches the air over his head in a victorious
gesture, fuelling their fervour. His personal guard is on the
lookout, ready to pounce on any over-enthusiastic admirers.
The Ordinator himself isn’t worried: he radiates confidence in
all circumstances.
He has finally made it to the VIP hallway, in the bowels of
the Appologium. It’s an ultra-secure spot: purely functional, no
frills, lit only by the scanners on the constantly patrolling
security drones. The cold, blank walls leave anyone who walks
it with a profound sense of solitude. The passageway is private,
no one but the Ordinator and the Malkah can access it, along
with their security details.
In the middle of the hallway, he pivots towards the toilets,
briefly giving his escort pause. Alone at last, he paces back
and forth in front of the sink, which turns the reactive
mirror on. He smashes its holographic lens, fragmenting

the self-portrait and sending back an image of his own ire
multiplied a thousandfold.
“Argggah!”
He’s furious with himself. With his own arrogance. He
should know that nothing ever goes as planned. Not ever!
He had already been picturing himself as the architect of
a lasting period of peace, the man who put an end to history.
And suddenly he sees himself in the clothes of an
Ordinator fast approaching the end of his term.
To think he’d been that close to touching the triselenium
deposit in the Rift! That close to meeting Mantris’s most
urgent needs and showing that unseasoned new Malkah
who was boss.
Now he has to start all over.
“Your position is too exposed, we have to move on.”
Judith is standing in front of the entrance to the
washroom. Her face is concealed by a matte-black reVeRy
visor that makes a sharp contrast with her long white hair.
There’s no point in trying to make out the expression on
her face, anyway. The Ordinator can tell she’s annoyed.
And if there were the slightest doubt, you’d only need to
notice the gleam of the vibro-daggers she had grabbed.
There’s no point in discussing anything with her either:
as a specialist in hand-to-hand combat, Judith approaches
every social interaction as a duel to the death. The
Ordinator steps back into the hallway without arguing. He
has enough to worry about as it is.
Besides, walking will get his brain back on track.
When you get right down to it, losing the Appologium is
nothing more than a minor mishap. What is alarming is the
string of surprises, the series of cascading events that he
knew nothing about.
The premature launch of the exploratory mission, the
border attack, the unpredictable joker Aurelius… How

could he not have been aware of ANY of that? Because his
not knowing all that precious information implies that the
Noria didn’t know any of it either.
But that’s impossible.
∩ AIssistant, personal notes – for later. ∩
∩ Why wasn’t I aware of the assault on the border? Who is
the traitor? What does that Aurelius have to do with it? Two
unexpected events taking place simultaneously: 0 odds that
it’s a coincidence. Sift through the network for a way to
blame the Noria so they’ll try to understand. Remains to be
found.
All communication, from private discussions to
intercorpal financial transactions go via the single Mantri
network. The shareholder-citizens, the shozen, had insisted
on that. No private networks. For anyone. A single,
common network. End of discussion.
Their reasoning was perfectly straightforward. If the
corpos had their own independent means of
communication, if they could foment their plans without
fear of retaliation, they would become engaged in such
ruthless business battles that the entire city-continent
would turn into a permanent war zone.
At first, the corpos had grumbled and balked, but the
shozen stood their ground. So the corpos adapted by
creating a “byweb,” a space alongside the network that was
theirs alone.
To put a stop to that, the shozen came to another
decision: they placed the common network under the
surveillance of the Noria.
Occupying the tallest building in Mantris, the Noria is a
virtual space where the minds of the most deserving shozen
are uploaded when they pass. In this way, the chosen amongst
the shozen live on as Mantrices, forming a vast gestalt, a

dematerialized agora, a civilian pantheon in the service of the
living.
The Ordinator, on the other hand, sees the Noria as a
sort of chatty cemetery, where the deceased share their
points of view, converse with their descendants when they
come to pay them a visit, and stay nimble by handling
Mantris’s practical logistics, a boring task that the living
would prefer not to have to deal with.
Either way, the Noria represents the very essence of
synthesis and compromise. When you throw in the Three
Laws of Synthia that guide the Noria, it becomes the
perfect censor for all communications.
Of course, the volume of communication is such that not
every message is actually spied upon. Their quantum
computers are sufficiently powerful to do so, but a detailed
inspection of every single conversation would still take a
stupendous amount of
time. Besides, encrypted
communication is authorized, as long as it is identifiable. So
neither people’s private lives nor a competitive marketplace are
threatened – not overtly or unacceptably, anyway. On the other
hand, at the slightest suspicion, the surveillance enables the
Noria to search for evidence that is then made public.
So the corpos don’t dare.
If a corpo had hacked the exploratory mission in order to
jump the gun and turn it into a military operation, the Noria
would know about it. And he would, too.
But he didn’t.
It’s impossible. Unfathomable.
Unless…
The Ordinator stops in his tracks once again. Judith
sighs behind him, but he couldn’t give a damn.
What if the Noria were hiding information from him?

Manipulating him.
It’s possible. The odds are low, but it’s not inconceivable.
Less unlikely than the Noria making a mistake in calculating
the Appologium’s odds, in any case. Assuming that the
Mantrices made a mistake is like expecting all three moons
to crash into each other in the sky: a striking idea, but pure
fiction nonetheless.
He takes a deep breath, quiets his mind so he can think
better. The bodyguards surrounding him are waiting
patiently. Judith pulls her vibro-blades out again, the others
check the scanners and the defensive drones.
The Ordinator pulls himself together. Too many elements
are out of his grasp for the moment, there’s no point in coding
in air. The one thing he knows for sure is that he hasn’t got the
right to a diplomatic favour, as he expected. There goes Plan A.
So be it. Time to find a Plan B.
He’s not worried. Rising to a challenge is nothing new to
him: he’s a political animal. A political animal with one paw
caught in a trap, granted. But he’s still got plenty of life in him.
Whereas the Malkah is a novice. Her father’s inexperienced
heir, a naïve little girl who’s oblivious to power struggles.
Plotting against her throne has even started already, according
to the latest intelligence he’s received. An excellent opportunity
for him to take advantage of.
He gathers his wits about him, ready for combat.
“You wait here,” he orders his guards.
“That’s against protocol,” Ela points out.
Within his guard detail, she’s the tank. Brawny, she has a
huge phaser gun strapped across her chest. Her backpack
contains a portable gun turret with a pivoting machine gun. She
can activate it at the first hint of danger.
“Wrong. I’M the protocol here, get it?”

She settles for shrugging her shoulders. The Ordinator has
every right to act like an idiot as far as she’s concerned… as
long as her objection has been duly noted in the neuronal
implant that acts as her black box. Just in case anything goes
awry.
“The negotiation room is right here.”
He points to a silly-looking double door, with one wooden
panel and one metal one.
“Keep an eye on the entrance, but from a distance. I don’t
want anyone to see you.”
He wants to be alone in the room when the Malkah enters
with her guards. His being early and unprotected should throw
her off balance.
A perfect way for him to open the negotiations.
He focuses, slaps a smile on his face, takes a deep
breath, straightens his posture, drops his shoulders and
pulls his stomach in. He’s ready.
He strides over to the door and throws it wide open, like
someone in conquered territory.
In the middle of the round room, whose curving walls have
been painted in light, Solis is already seated at the negotiating
table. Alone.
“Have a seat, Ordinator.”
With a slight rustling sound, the Malkah uncrosses her
legs, and re-crosses them in the other direction, then turns
her fine-featured face towards the Ordinator. Peaceful
smile and soul-searching gaze. Mantris’s Genetics have
nothing on her… to the point that you have to wonder if
Kyotech’s optimisations would have an effect on her. He
chases the thought away: this is no time to let himself get
distracted. He has to stay focused, ready to pounce on the
slightest opportunity.

He takes the time to close the door behind him before
sitting down across from the Malkah. He needs those brief
instants to adapt to the situation, which is so unlike what
he was expecting.
“Ordinator, is that the title I should use when speaking to
you?” she enquires. “Or should I add a name?”
“Just ‘Ordinator’, Malkah.”
“I have a given name, Solis. You will stick to ‘Malkah’,
however.”
2-0. The Ordinator has just suffered one of the worst
openings of his entire career.
Sitting down on his form-fitting chair, he smooths the
broad strip of fabric that crosses his chest diagonally, as
Mantri’s latest trend dictates that ties must be worn. He locks
his gaze onto the young woman’s. She doesn’t lower her eyes,
or even bat an eyelash. She would have the eternal elegance of
a granite statue if it weren’t for the determined gleam inside her
pupils.
The Ordinator is taking stock of his opponent. He had
pictured her as a soft-hearted heiress, easy prey for someone
who wanted to ascend to the throne through marriage. Instead,
he is facing a brave and intriguing young woman. Behind a sleek,
almost innocent façade, he senses a voluptuous darkness deep
in her soul, as out of place as a drowned fly in a glass of fine
wine.
“My congratulations for your victory at the Appologium,
Malkah.”
“I didn’t throw the dagger, but I accept your
congratulations. Unfortunately, I can’t return the compliment:
your assault on the Wall ended in crushing defeat.”
“I beg your pardon, Malkah, but you must be mistaken.
Allow me to remind you that our nations are at peace.”

Solis leans over to pick up an item that had been concealed
from view the table and tosses it onto the hardwood table with
its inlaid circuitry. Somewhat larger than an aballition ball, it
lurches across, coming to a stop right in front of him.
It’s an aircraft pilot’s helmet. The decapitated head still
inside it. The partially coagulated blood has traced a dotted line
between the two of them.
It takes every ounce of aplomb the Ordinator possesses
not to start back in surprise. Aside from the poor pilot’s
cruel fate, the last thing he was expecting was that Arkhant
would have tangible proof of Operation Minage in its
possession already.
How could they possibly even know about it yet? He
watched the assault live less than an hour ago! By what
miracle could they have been faster than data moving at the
speed of light???
Magic moves in mysterious ways.
3-0. The score is starting to get very lopsided.
Focused, Solis isn’t missing a crumb of the scene. She is
picking up on every tiny detail, each micro-expression on
the Ordinator’s face. She can hear the hairs of his beard
squeak slightly when his jaws tighten, the slight sound of
compressed saliva when he swallows, and even the nail he
digs into his own skin in an impossible-to-control reflex.
The Ordinator’s body is a score in which every single note
gets its tempo from his quick, shallow breaths – far too fast
to reflect composure. All those minute details that he thinks
he’s hidden behind an imperturbable expression and
concealed with the help of his counterpart and
technological artifice.
Unfortunately for him, the Malkah’s perceptions are
located on a whole other level.
The melody that Solis can perceive makes her sure of at

least one thing. The man sitting across from her is surprised,
sincerely. She divines that while the border incident was not
unknown to him, it wasn’t his idea.
At that thought, the Malkah’s shoulders unclench, in a
sign of relief too subtle for the Ordinator to pick up on. If
the head of Mantri diplomacy had been involved in the
assault, things would have been considerably more
complicated. She still has to obtain reparation for the
affront to Arkhant, obviously, but she won’t be obliged to
declare war on Mantris.
At least not right away.
Solis hasn’t a clue what to do next, or what to demand as
her favour. She holds her tongue, hoping that the Mantri
will speak first.
With the tips of his fingers, the Ordinator shoves the
helmet to one side. Pulling a handkerchief out of an invisible
pocket, he wipes his fingertips affectedly, then tosses the cloth
on the table.
It’s time to get back into the game.
“Alas,” he acknowledges, “his face is unfamiliar to me,
but I can hardly deny that the helmet is one of ours. I give
you my word that I will have a rigorous audit performed to
determine the responsibilities in this deplorable business.”
“Let me provide the conclusions, it will save us both time.
The purpose of this ‘deplorable business,’ as you put it, was to
find a new source of what you call triselenium, was it not?”
The Ordinator can’t help but admire the accuracy of her
gamble. Because that’s all it was, a gamble; he can spot a bluff
when he sees one. He decides not to deny it; he’s not holding
enough cards to take that kind of risk.
“You Mantri are so predictable,” the Malkah goes on.
“When will you cease bleeding the earth for the sake of
your costly lifestyle? Sucking the life out of the soil for the

sake of your artificial comfort is so typical of you!”
He’s taken aback by her vehemence. Solis’s moralizing is
sincere. That’s typical of ever-so-slightly naïve idealists.
Finally, a crack I can take advantage of…
“I respect your point of view, Malkah. Nonetheless, I see
other incentives for our efforts: education for our children,
health care for our shareholder-citizens, a dignified and
enjoyable existence for everyone. All precious assets that define
Mantris.”
“Assets that Arkhanis is deprived of, making us savages in
your eyes. Isn’t that what you’re implying, Ordinator?”
His instinct was right on target: the Malkah has a vision,
wielding power hasn’t worn away her hopes of changing
the world yet.
It’ll come. But in the meantime, he has got her right
where he wanted her. Now all he has to do is to consolidate
his advantage while refining his diversion.
“Please excuse me, Malkah.” He sits up straight to give his
apology extra weight. “I have infinite respect for your people.
I sincerely regret having let you think otherwise, even for the
space of a single sentence.”
“Your regrets mean nothing to me. The guilty party will
receive the punishment they deserve: the death sentence!”
“Unfortunately, I can not yield to your request, Malkah. I
hope you will understand.”
“Of what request do you speak, Ordinator?”
“Sentencing the guilty party to death: that is the price you
are demanding for your victory today, is it not? Yet I must
humbly remind you that capital punishment does not comply
with Mantri law; therefore…”
His speech is interrupted by a crystalline peal of laughter,
like a cruel child mocking a playmate. Humiliating and

foreboding.
“Wherever did you come up with the preposterous notion
that I am bound by your laws?”
The laughter ceases suddenly.
“I am the Malkah of Arkhant; I am above the law. I am
the Law! The guilty party will die because I have spoken,
not because you will have sentenced them. Is that clear?
Surely you don’t think that I am stooping to asking you for
a favour?”
Quivering with outrage, she stands up, imperial. The
Ordinator is taken aback by her demonstration of steely
authority. The Malkah is truly unsettling. Who is this
woman sitting across from him? A budding queen who’s
won a few lucky tosses, or a formidable negotiator who’s
already highly gifted?
In any case, her charisma is indisputable.
Solis steps around the table, head held high, regal bearing.
He mustn’t let her leave the room without obtaining
something. He can’t let their meeting end in a complete rout.
“I’m surprised that you haven’t requested your favour,
Malkah.”
Stopping in front of the door, Solis turns towards the
Ordinator, who is rocking in his seat serenely. There’s an
elusive gleam in the amethyst of her eyes.
“I’m surprised you’re in such a hurry to learn it,
considering your situation.”
“Your situation will hardly be enviable if your little secret
came to be revealed…”
Solis doesn’t fall into his trap by asking which one. Once
again, the Ordinator can’t decide if she eluded it through
skill or luck. But once the circuit’s been printed, you have
to test the board, as the saying goes.
“Your victory doesn’t count, because that mysterious

Aurelius isn’t an Arkhant… he’s a Nay-Dam.”
Pupils wavering, her purple eyes are fleetingly shrouded
in fear… unless it’s pure surprise. The Ordinator presses
his advantage.
“Who would have thought you were so concerned about
the fate of the inhabitants of the Rift?”
She calmly crosses her hands over her bosom in a maternal
pose. “Who will believe you are so indifferent to your
neighbours? You do indeed owe me a favour, Ordinator. This
is my demand: I grant you until next winter to remedy the
atrocious conditions in which thousands of Nay-Dams are
barely surviving.”
The Malkah’s face is flushed. Her jet-black hair, pulled
back and shaven off on the sides, suddenly gives her
appearance a harshness that the Ordinator hadn’t glimpsed
in her before. Her aloof attitude is giving off the scent of a
challenge.
“Maguspeed, Ordinator.”
Solis snaps back around, followed by the folds of her
white and gold gown. The door closes behind her with a
sharp click, leaving him alone in a windowless room.
Alone with a decapitated head.
The Ordinator is painfully aware that he just came quite
close to having all his candy taken from him like a baby.
Unconsciously, he had underestimated his adversary, he realizes
that now. Not because she’s young, female or Arkhantane. Like
all Mantri, his modernity has long overcome all those cultural
and sexist prejudices. The reason must be sought elsewhere.
As for himself, there’s no way around it; he was arrogant,
without meaning to be. He’d been resting on his laurels.
Smug over-confidence had dulled his ability to improvise,
to rectify his tactics on the fly.
That being said… all is not lost, far from it.

He stands up, grabbing the decapitated head without
worrying about getting his hands dirty this time. The pilot
must have communicated with the traitors to Mantris; even
dead, he can still share his secrets. Without meaning to, the
Malkah has provided him with a precious clue.
> ® Priority channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >
> Archivist! I want the list of members of the Stock
Exchange’s Board of Directors, but only those who possess
at least five thousand tokens.
> Thirteen members match: Loken, Ambani, Li, Yadav,
Torrez, Junda, Talal, Sivaris, Mikelson, Bolton…
> Bolton will do. Here’s how to proceed: Bolton will
call a Board meeting when I tell him to. He owes me a
favour, and his five thousand tokens give him the right. It
would be appropriate for him to receive a small bonus.
Shall we say... five hundred tokens?
> Suitable. If the meeting is justified. Unlikely.
> The Board needs to approve the right I obtained for
Mantris to install humanitarian-aid camps in the Rift.
> Incoherent. You were supposed to obtain the right
for Mantris to install mines in the Rift.
> Except that we didn’t win the Appologium as
expected. Why do we need a Board meeting? I’m going to
perform alchemy, Archivist! Turning the lead of your lousy
odds into the gold of opportunity.
> The City doesn’t need gold. It needs triselenium.
> And the City will have it. Now I need to know how
many shozen would support Mantris’s providing
humanitarian aid in the Rift.
> 37.26%. Expense seen as unjustified waste.
> We need to get that over 50%! Launch a campaign to
raise awareness about the terrible conditions the Nay-Dams
are living in. Immediately. My AIssistant will provide
talking points: “The Rift is coming under Mantris’s

governance!” Yes, that’s good. As soon as we pass 51%
support for the cause, Bolton will call a Board meeting.
> Your plan is not entirely clear to us.
> What’s the difference between defeat and victory,
Archivist? The point of view. You’re all about plans. I’m all
about changing how people look at things.
He cuts the communication, steps out into the hall and
strides with his guard detail to the DALEK
– Disk Achieving Levitation via Electro-Kinetics –
terminal perched on top of the Appologium. It’s high time
he got back to Mantris.
The stadium is empty now. The Ordinator is walking
across tiers splattered with trash and spills, the soles of his
shoes squeaking on the grungy floor surface that the
recycle-bots haven’t cleaned yet.
Brooding over his side’s defeat, he freeze-frames the
instant to remember it later. The tick of a diplomat who
can’t accept failure.
The gonfalons underfoot allow him to see the hands still
waving, the mouths still screaming in the silence of the
empty arena. The snacks-drone caught between two seats
lets him breathe in the smell of fried mantfish, the small
fish that are so abundant in Mantris’s canals. The
recreational bioosts, abandoned in their unopened neon
packages, enable him to taste the product’s tart flavour, and
almost feel its stimulating effect spreading through his
veins.
He shivers… that memory is far older than the event that
just ended, but the parasitic thought still shades his gaze
with a touch of the panic of withdrawal. He defeated his
addictions years ago, but they’re still prowling the darkest
corners of his subconscious, like a growling watchdog still
chewing on the gnawed-to-the-bone cartilage of those
distant days of debauchery.

Stomach churning, he leans for a moment on the railing
crowning the arena, both elbows firmly set on the stylene
bannister. Far below, he can see the washed-out yellow of
the sand mixing with the deep red of the spilled blood
evaporating in the sun. A hastily painted scene in which
every splash of colour is the trace of a tragedy, for one side
or the other.
On one side of the arena, a grounds-robot is sifting the
sand in silent turbulence, while on the other side, a roundcheeked magus is puffing on the ground to smooth out the
surface. They’re both tackling the same task: eliminating
every trace of a deadly encounter between enemy peoples.
As ever, the Ordinator is struck by the strangeness of the
scene. Sighing, he can’t help imagining a world in which the
walls raised centuries ago could collapse, creating a new
bridge between two arbitrarily incompatible lifestyles.
He taps twice on the railing before once again heading
towards the DALEK terminal. Hands crossed behind his
back, he lets himself bask in the feeling of a job well done.
No, not well done, exactly, just barely done, caught by the
diodes. But still…
As the Ordinator is about to take off, the headlines start
appearing on his retina:
> Subscription Channel | IMMEDIA ¥ Universe >
> The Ordinator has wrested responsibility for the Rift
away from the Malkah.
> Despite a lacklustre Appologium, the Rift becomes a
Mantri protectorate.
> True to our huMANTRISst values, Mantris is taking
over responsibility for the Nay-Dams.
He now has one foot firmly in the Rift and can
legitimately claim to have turned an objective defeat into a
subjective media-approved victory. He’s not particularly
proud of himself. But he got the job done. And two whole

hours after a totally unpredictable defeat, he’s still
Ordinator.
For now.

7
AMETHYST & EMERALD

His hands won’t stop trembling. Even though Aurelius is
pressing them together, curling his fingers until they look like
claws, they won’t stop shaking. Huddling against his knees,
they’re quaking with fear.
Short of breath, broken of body, he holds them away and
stares at them, bidding them to do his will. It takes him a little
while to adjust to his wavering vision, a stigma of the
immoderate effort he just made. He eventually manages to see
his palms clearly: they’re covered in the brown sweat beading
his crimson-splattered brow.
Skinned, sand-crusted and slashed with deep cuts, he can
barely recognize his hands, stained with the blood of his
enemies… unless it’s his own? Although it hardly matters
whose it is now.
How many years ago did he lose track of his victims? All
those tales about faces that haunt your sleep, names you can
never forget? Claptrap for fairy-tale knights. In the Rift zone
where he grew up, killing is a requisite for survival, a necessity
that imposes its own law. Cruelty or gentleness don’t change a
thing. Do omelet-eaters worry about the chicks they kept from
hatching?

Kill or be killed. Full stop. No concessions, no middle
ground. It doesn’t exist, it’s a mirage, a pair of loaded dice, a
decoy for fools. You don’t bill and coo with the vultures, you
don’t lie with them; you screw them, full stop.
Die or cause to die. No time to choose or even to think.
Before the storm or in the heat of the battle, who can indulge
in fear? Nail-biting just makes you wonder if you have the right
to take someone else’s life, because it injects the vicious virus
of doubt into your guts, into your heart and lungs and brain,
tearing the inner tissues of confidence and righteousness. It’s
only afterwards, when the dust has settled and death has been
dealt, that you realize what you actually escaped. Only
afterwards that you wonder about the price of survival, and the
violence required.
In the Rift, violence is a stuffed animal with a steel collar, a
lullaby for the big night, an indispensable ingredient when
you’re staring death in the eye, not a subject to ponder, or a
debate for around the campfire.
His hands stubbornly refuse to quit shaking.
Aurelius knows perfectly well that he could get medical
attention; that is precisely why he was brought here to the
infirmary, actually. Both a Meditech and a magus have already
offered their services. He refused, just as he now refuses to call
them back. He’s afraid of being found out, of some trivial
detail betraying his Nay-Damhood. Sitting on the edge of the
bed, legs dangling, he’d rather just let the pain run its course.
He’s not worried about succumbing to his wounds, but he is
afraid he might faint.
He can feel a solid fog inside his brain, like mushy porridge,
or a swampy marsh. He’s tripping over every thought,
floundering and flailing desperately for something to hold
onto: a feeling, an obsession, a memory, anything.
Pull himself together, that’s what he has to do.

He closes his eyes, takes in huge gulps of air, breathes out
even longer still. He’s focusing on the sensation of the air
flowing through his nostrils and extending that sensation all
the way to the bottom of his lungs. The miracle of still being
alive.
He pulled off that miracle for her sake.
The scent of her dark hair: keratin honey dust. Warm breath
between her pale pink lips. A caress, her long nails running up
his naked back. Her shiny blueberry eyes, glinting in the light
of electric lamps stolen from Mantris’s dumps. Her mouth.
The memory blooms, nestled between his aching ribs. Right
there. The warmth of her skin. Counting each beauty spot.
He can’t… get found out… not yet, not here, not now…
Aurelius snaps back to the present. The incredibly painful
present.
Everything hurts. The adrenalin rush of battle has vanished,
his body has sagged in exhaustion and is hammering him from
head to toe with keen, predatory, cannibalistic pangs.
He’s really going to have to get some medical care. Kurtis
broke at least two of his ribs, and his liver is throbbing
painfully in his abdomen. Raising the tatters that are all that’s
left of his shirt, he can see that his stomach is one huge blackand-blue mark. He hopes he’s not having internal
haemorrhaging.
Just as he has resigned himself to asking for help, a small
disturbance in the room outside the cubicle catches his
attention. He stands up, finding out that his legs are trembling
too, decides to ignore it and peeps through the curtain creating
a minimum of privacy in the infirmary.
Hannibal is standing at the entrance to the gladiators’
quarters: gaze alert, shoulders tense, jaw rigid with
annoyance, weapons at the ready. The behemoth spots

Aurelius instantly, despite his light step and attempt to be
discreet.
Then the Malkah enters.
The room is dark, lit only by small skylights tucked into the
corners of the ceiling. The sunlight is falling at a low angle,
white stripes splashing the bodies, camouflaging their misery.
Solis feels like she’s been projected into a chiaroscuro painting.
She steps forward. The hem of her shimmering gown
sweeps over the ashes strewn on the stone slabs. Wooden
partitions create open stalls that offer their occupants a
semblance of privacy. It’s like being in a horse stable, though
hardly a prestigious one.
The worst part is the stench, so powerful it’s unnerving. The
room reeks of adrenalin, of fear-soaked sweat, of bile… of the
full, unbearable range of bodily fluids. Solis can distinguish
each one individually. She refuses to allow her nose to wrinkle
in disgust; it would be rude to the models of bravery gathered
here. Reminding herself that the smells are a natural part of the
animal world, she tries to accept them as such, to invert her
disgust into an olfactory craving for them, and comes fairly
close to succeeding.
Still, she is ashamed to see the conditions imposed on the
arena’s champions. Hannibal had strongly advised her against
coming here, but she had been right to insist. The
Appologium’s heroes deserve better.
Besides, she has to meet… him.
Aurelius snaps the curtain shut and scans the infirmary with
his feebly flickering gaze. He needs a weapon, quick!
The winners of the seven rounds of the Appologium turn
towards their illustrious visitor. Solis can read their main
tonalities with ease: a hesitant vibrato alternating between the
pounding beat of pride and the flute-like notes of defiance. She

finds the discordant oratorio touching, like a mute message
from the survivors to those who died in the arena.
Seeing the participants from both sides all in the same
room, shame washes over Solis once again. Better than any
discourse, this scene proves that the Appologium is all for
show, and the famous diplomatic favour, a meaningless
tradition.
Despite the destitution and exhaustion that reduces them
to their very essence as fragile human beings, it’s still easy to
tell which side each male or female gladiator fought for.
Solis steps over to the nearest victor, a Mantri in his fifties.
Broad-shouldered, his massive musculature is sagging, marked
by decades of fighting. His left arm and part of his face are
covered with brutal matte-black metal plaques. Slashing his
chest is a tattoo that changes colour, like a piece of glass
glittering with the light of the suns. Solis is taken aback to
realize that it’s an advert for some brand or other, probably the
company that made his cybernetic implants.
How obscene.
The man looks at the Malkah in surprise. But he goes on
washing himself off as though she weren’t there. He draws two
buckets of water from a barrel and dumps them over his head.
The liquid streams over his naked chest, washing away blood
and bile, making his metal plaques shine, then dripping from
his limp genitals.
Not intimidated in the least, Solis stands right in front of
him and reaches a hand out. Looking incredulous, he shakes it,
swallowing her frail appendage in his huge calloused paw. With
the beam of light falling on her, she could be the angel of
victory bringing the laurel wreath to the exhausted victor.
“Hantz,” Solis remembers. “Is that right?”
“Yes.”
“Yes, Malkah!” Hannibal growls from behind Solis.

Hantz snaps instantly back into attentiveness, darting a
mistrustful eye at the weapons gleaming on the behemoth’s
back and the scarification on his chest. They impose immediate
respect, even for a veteran like him.
Hantz realizes he’s still holding Solis’s hand in his own. He
releases it hastily.
“Yes, Malkah,” he echoes.
“You have brought honour to your people,” Solis goes on
as though nothing had happened.
She tips her head slightly to one side to undo one of her
many earrings. The movement, which would seem trivial to
most people, brings a spring bloom to the warrior’s eyes. After
the cold, cruel winter of risking his life, that small gesture is a
deliverance.
“Here. Take this.”
She places the jewel in his hand, the metal still warm from
her body. Hantz is drowning in Solis’s purple eyes.
“In honour of your achievement.”
“But… Malkah. I’m a Mantri, I didn’t win in your name.”
“I’m aware of that, but in what way does that diminish your
valour?”
“Thank you. And, uh, sorry.”
He glances down at his erect organ.
“Fear not. It’s not the most dangerous sword you could
wield at me,” she says in a studiedly even tone of voice… that
is belied by the mischievous smile playing at the corner of her
lips.
If only Aurelius had a sword! His dagger was lost beneath
the sands of the Appologium, and he can’t find anything better
than a pair of scalpels here in the infirmary. The Mantri surgical
equipment would probably be more effective, but he doesn’t
know how it works. And there’s no time to try to figure it out.

The scalpels are so short that they prick his skin when he
grips them in his hand. He heads towards the bed, decides not
to rip the sheet, so as not to make noise, and slices it with the
scalpel instead. As he’s swathing his hands, he suddenly
remembers that he’s not actually supposed to kill the Malkah.
That’s not his mission. He’s supposed to establish a
relationship with her.
He freezes.
On the other side of the curtain, Solis is congratulating all
of the champions present: four men and one woman. She
lingers with those who carried Arkhante’s colours. She chats
for quite a while with Astrid, a magician with short hair, leather
pants, and knee-high boots. Beneath her metal corset, her shirt
is torn and stained with blood.
Each of them receives either an earring or a ring. Except
Astrid, who gets a necklace woven from three strands of gold:
one white, one yellow, one pink. Wondrous. The warrior is
both shocked and thrilled.
Then comes Hanzo’s turn; he’s as patient and dry as an
ascetic hermit. He’s still wearing his reinforced leather jacket.
His helmet, on the other hand, has vanished. Which makes the
mask that devours half of his face from jaw to forehead even
more foreboding.
In two long strides, Hannibal interposes himself between
Solis and the Mantri warrior. His hand shifts to the axe
strapped on his right side. Hanzo doesn’t seem to be armed,
but his armour and mask alone manage to create an impression
of danger.
“I know Hanzo personally. I can vouch for him.”
Hannibal darts his eyes over to ValRed, the captain of the
guards. The impressive two-handed sword on his back is
worthy of the weapons that Hannibal himself carries. ValRed

rarely speaks, which means that Hannibal is more inclined to
listen when he does.
“Hanzo is a student at the same school that we attended,
Master Sassaki’s.”
ValRed makes the capital M in Master audible. His we
encompasses Solis’s other two guards, Ronan – an archer who
looks like a magus, with his multi-layered robe – and Ruby – a
warrior with a slender body, her face streaked with strange,
rectilinear scars.
Solis has no doubt whatsoever that ValRed is trying to
deescalate the situation. But unlike her, he can’t sense
Hannibal’s righteous wrath, a deep, vibrant echo resonating
with the power of a ramrod pounding on a besieged dungeon.
Hanzo stands at a respectful distance and bows deeply, his
arms glued to his sides. He holds the pose stiffly, like a
convicted man waiting for the verdict.
“Malkah,” ValRed explains, “despite his youth, Hanzo is
intent on becoming one of your personal guards. When I tried
to dissuade him, he got it into his head that he would win the
aballition.”
“Scoring a point for Mantris while he was at it!” Hannibal
growls, gnashing his teeth.
On an odd whim, Solis’s father, the late Malek, had
confided his personal protection to students of Sassaki, one of
the highest-ranking dignitaries in Mantris. A most unlikely
choice that some people thought was suicidal.
A choice that went down in Appologium history.
It was sixteen years ago, during the fourth edition of the
Appologium. That year, Arkhante had lost the deciding
round to a pupil of Sassaki’s. Swaggering around the arena,
where he was the last combatant standing, the pupil had
celebrated his victory too ostentatiously, showing disrespect

to the Malek. It wasn’t much, in truth: he had mimed
crushing a dragon, the sovereign’s emblem, under his foot.
Sassaki had immediately sprung down from the
grandstands to join the impertinent young man on the sand.
With a few curt words barked out in a voice heard around the
Appologium, he convinced his disciple to publicly redeem his
honour by slashing his stomach open with his sword. The
young man had spilled his own guts without a peep, or even
attempting to disobey.
Sassaki had then turned to the Malek in the Royal Box. In
the same authoritarian voice, he asked if the Throne
considered the wrong to have been redressed.
“Redressed? It will be redressed when you have given me
your three best students for my bodyguards,” the Malek had
replied.
The scene caused a huge sensation, becoming an instant
legend. For the Malek, there was no turning back, it would
have spoiled the bold flourish of his spontaneous reply.
A solution was found to the conundrum it created: the three
guards underwent a long magical ritual to ensure their
allegiance to the Sculpted Throne, erasing their loyalty both to
Mantris and to their former teacher.
Solis didn’t attend the Appologium back then, and even if
she had, she would have been far too young to grasp all the
subtleties of the moment. But to her, the story illustrated the
very essence of what she couldn't stand about her father: his
brutal arrogance, and his smugly vulgar virility.
Though he was clearly not a man to take matters of honour
lightly, Sassaki had made no public statement about the
event. Still, scuttlebutt had it that he had found the Malek’s
demand vile. He had never been seen at the Appologium
since, nor even at Mantris’s own public events.

Indifferent to the tensions swirling around him, Hanzo
remains bowed down, like a vague echo of the obedient pupil
who killed himself at his teacher’s command.
“ValRed, did you promise him he could join my guard if
he won?” Solis asks.
“I would never take such a liberty, Malkah.”
“Do you trust him?”
“Master Sassaki trusts him; my opinion means little.”
“Yet I have asked for it nonetheless. Do you trust him?
Absolutely?
“Yes, Malkah, I do.”
“So be it. At ease, Hanzo.”
She steps towards the warrior with the dignity of her rank.
“I entrust my life to your hands. Consider it the present I
am granting you, just as I gave one to each of the other
champions.”
Nostrils flaring in anger, Hannibal fumes at such
foolhardiness. Though she doesn’t let it show, Solis is annoyed
by it; he should be able to conceal his reactions better. Such
transparency isn’t worthy of a warlock. And the rivalries
between her protectors are starting to weigh on her.
Especially since she came here with a specific goal in mind.
“It would seem that the last and most prestigious victor is
missing, if I’m not mistaken?”
Solis hopes that the nonchalant tone of her question has
disguised how much it means to her. But she doubts it. Judging
by his furrowed brow, Hannibal knows something untoward
is up.
Solis has been unmoved by the muscular, virile nudity of
most of the victors she has greeted. The truth is, men have
rarely made a sterling impression on her. Her indifferent,
gloomy father; the suitors who are only after her throne: boors

trying to pass themselves off as poets to seduce her – like a
gryphon disguising itself as Pegasus… none of them have ever
offered her anything she wanted. Women – whom she has
found to be every bit as greedy, debauched and self-interested
– haven’t either, for that matter.
In any case, she isn’t there to flirt with the warrior, no matter
how mysterious or attractive he might be. She’s not looking
for goose bumps; she wants to try to understand where her
intuition came from – the intuition that made it as plain as day
that victory would be hers.
Thanks to Aurelius.
“He’s still in the infirmary, Malkah,” Hanzo replies
deferentially, while he’s being congratulated by the other
guards.
Solis nods her thanks, and heads towards the infirmary with
Hannibal in her wake.
She steps inside.
Aurelius is standing in the middle of the room, waiting for
her with his hands behind his back. They’re still shaking but
for a whole other reason now. Blood is oozing between his
clenched fingers, dripping from the scalpels digging into his
flesh.
He’s petrified, as though he were staring at a veritable
Gorgon with amethyst eyes. He has already contemplated
similar eyes, but they didn’t have the same gleam inside them.
He becomes aware of how unappetizing his own appearance
must be: dried blood, torn and tattered clothes, a bedraggled
rat’s nest of filthy hair. How many times had he been rebuffed
in the Rift coming back from dangerous missions? Deprived
of the slightest regard until he’d cleaned himself up?
Solis doesn’t see things the same way. When she steps
towards him, he feels like a hero from the way she’s drinking
him in with her eyes. Suddenly he knows he’s cloaked in

honour and garbed in glory, wearing a champions’ attire. He
can flaunt the crusted blood festooning his forearms with pride,
like a coat of arms on the heraldic shield of his rags. The blood
of victory. The cold blood of his enemies that will never flow
again.
Yet it is his own that, most unexpectedly, rushes to his
cheeks, creating an impression of almost childlike shyness, of
the modesty of the miraculously lucky. It’s an incongruous
reaction, worthy neither of himself nor of the moment.
He dissipates his awkwardness with a quick toss of his head
that whips his hair around, sending a wave of musky scent the
Malkah’s way.
She narrows her eyes.
Breathes in deep.
Nibbles at her golden lip ring, even dabs at it with the tip of
her tongue.
Without yielding to the scent, she lets it waft over her, lets
herself be rocked by its olfactory melody, without being able
to decipher its complex score.
Aurelius grits his teeth. Then suddenly, heroically, he gets a
hold of himself. Gripping the scalpel once again, he’s ready to
pounce, to draw a sad harlequin smile across her throat. She’s
so close, it would only take one step. The giant escorting her
wouldn’t have time to prevent it. Only to scowl and realize it’s
too late. You can’t stop a man who’s willing to sacrifice
everything, including himself.
Aurelius’s nostrils are flaring and falling like a wounded
bison. He represses his urge to act; outdoes himself for the
sake of his mission, drawing on deep stores of the discipline
it takes to wait for the right moment; lets his rage deflate and
make room for lust.
They look so much alike. Oh, Isalys! The face of his belle
that he covered with so many countless passionate kisses. The

pulp of her citrus lips that he’d licked to the dregs. Her chest,
rising and falling with her breath, then rising and falling again,
over and over and over again. The endless curve he travelled
and that travelled through him. Caressing it until it was worn
down, until his fingers had left tracks in the skin. Loving her
immediately, without waiting.
But which her?
He yearns to smash the distorting mirror that’s making him
want to retch. Solis is so paradoxically foreign to him. He
should do it, he should take her life. To free the Rift and
avenge his beloved. He has to mete out justice, re-establish
balance, finally. Put his land back in the centre of their damned
chessboard.
Except he’s no longer sure which queen he’s playing with,
the black one or the white…
Solis perceives the whole, broad spectrum of resonance, the
redundant vibrations, the shock of the inner combat creating
upheaval that’s more distressing for Aurelius than the
Appologium was. She hears the score being played by the
sweat beading on his forehead, running down his temples
where it takes on the crimson hue of his vanquished enemies,
and sliding down the ridge of his jaw. At the last possible
moment, he catches a fleeing drop with a furtive flick of his
tongue. She has already seen him do it. She has already seen a
scene like this.
She knows this man. She knows him.
Follows an endless, uncontrollable shiver of desire through
her entire body, a trembling hurricane that electrifies her. She
needs to flee the man’s glittering emerald gaze so as not to lose
her footing for good.
It’s intolerable! She tries to repress the culpable shuddering,
forces her mind to understand. To know. To remember. Now
it’s her turn to struggle.

In the meantime, Aurelius’s struggle with colliding
sentiments isn’t over yet: hatred, anger, doubt and extreme
fatigue; wanting to rip off her head or just her title, to clasp her
hips or get justice back on its feet; the temptation to finally
yield, to stretch out on the floor and sink into sleep. He doesn’t
know what season it is, which way is up; everything’s jumbled:
his memories, his missions, people’s faces… all of it.
Aurelius’s trembling fingers drop the scalpel.
The object clatters to the ground, a shrill but wordless
confession that escapes Solis’s attention. Straining her
perception has led to a sudden agonizing sensation in her skull.
It feels as though a burning ember is entering her eye and
gutting her brain, cauterizing her thoughts and leaving nothing
behind but debilitating suffering.
With a cry like a wounded animal, she staggers.
Aurelius stretches out his arms in a vain attempt to catch her.
A gesture devoid of meaning.
Hannibal is faster anyway. The behemoth knew what was
coming even before she cried out. He’s been there at every one
of her blessedly rare attacks. He offers her his strong, steady
arm, feigning chivalry to keep her from stumbling as she leaves
the gladiators’ quarter without a word. So focused was he on
making sure she didn’t fall that he didn’t notice the jangling
noise of the scalpel either.
Aurelius finds himself alone and undecided, in an even
more precarious position than when Kurtis had him on a
chain in the arena.
Unlike the others, Aurelius got nothing from Solis.
Nothing except a silence lusher than words.
And never-ending yearning…

8
INCOGNITOUR

Like all politicians, the Ordinator enjoys mingling with
crowds. But as with his anachronistic handshakes, he does it
his way: anonymously.
He likes to stroll around town, taking the pulse of Mantris,
being caught off-guard by chance encounters. It helps him
assess, and to put his thoughts in order. And today he really
needs to consider his options: he might lose his job, granted,
but he still has some cards up his sleeve. He needs to get some
perspective.
Where the Mantrixes would probably do enough probability
calculations to use up a whole triselenium mine, he’d rather
walk incognito in the crowd.
The problem is that by their very presence, celebrities like
him modify the behaviour of the people around them. It’s
more or less the same principle as in quantum physics:
observation disturbs the observed system. If he wants to blend
in, to remove himself momentarily from the pressure of his
role and to wrest even a degree of freedom for himself, he has
to turn discretion into an art form.
Nothing could be easier than dissimulating his appearance.

People are constantly reVeRying: headsets and cyber eyes
cloak their environment in skins with infinite possibilities,
transforming the road into a digital river, the modern buildings
into rustic inns with heavy wooden beams, vehicles into child’s
toys and passers-by into holo-game characters. Everyone
would rather see the city as they fantasize it instead of as it
really is.
Which suits the Ordinator just fine: there’s none so blind as
he who will not take off his reVeRy. So the Ordinator strolls
around unnoticed, garbed in a long, outmoded raincoat. He’s
wearing a mask strewn with evolving spots designing a
blackand-white figurative face.
Camouflaged, he can blend into the extravagant mosaic that
is Mantris. On his right, some kids are laughing their heads off,
entertained by a cyb’ whose artificial diode hair subtly changes
colour every second. A meditech whose bioosts use
phosphorescence to make his skeleton visible is going for a
stroll with a young Robotic woman with short hair whose
silhouette is constantly evolving thanks to a cloud of swirling
microbots.
Shozen are meandering and dawdling, taking their time: it’s
exactly the kind of scene that warms the cockles of the
Ordinator’s heart. The city is as multi-coloured, creative and
ever-changing as its countless trends.
Freed from the tyranny of appearances, Mantri society has
made discrimination based on gender, ethnicity or any other
social marker a thing of the past. Just look at the families going
by: skin colours are blended, height and weight don’t
necessarily characterize having a parental role… everything is
done to remind everyone that there is but a single category, a
single box to check: human.
Even the techstyles aren’t an excuse for stigmatisation, as
can be seen in the mama who’s an executive at Werkco – a
robocorpo – while papa’s inhaling a spiritech spray to

remember the shopping list, and their children avoid doing
household chores by running away in peals of laughter, with
screens tucked under their personalized cyber arms.
Observing what’s going on around him, the Ordinator swells
with pride in Mantris’s accomplishments. Did he become
Ordinator for the sake of his people or his own egotistical
pleasure? Although it’s true that he enjoys being in power, it’s
also true that he gets great personal – and ever-so-slightly
narcissistic – satisfaction from seeing his strategic choices
incarnated in the thousands of lives revelling in the
unconscious pleasure of not having to worry about anything.
He loves that. Holding invisible reins, controlling the situation
without letting it show, staying three moves ahead without
giving his hand away.
He loves all that because he’s doing it for the people, for the
City, for the Matrice that gave him everything: status,
intelligence, power, family, future and freedom. He loves
Mantris. He would sacrifice himself for it.
Getting back to the matter at hand, though, he goes on the
look-out for signs of disturbance or worry.
Yesterday’s defeat at the Appologium hasn’t made much of
an impact, apparently. It’s true that in a connected world,
nothing’s older than yesterday’s news.
Their seeming indifference leaves an ambiguous taste in his
mouth though. Granted, it suits him not to be stuck in the
midst of a media storm, but it does bother him that no one
seems to realize the extent to which their being defeated is
going to lead to triselenium supply issues. And it isn’t because
they haven’t been warned about the risk.
Mantris’s technological miracles are entirely based on that
gift from the gods. But a mineral is still a mineral: the supply
is never unlimited, and eventually, it gets used up. The
Mantri mind seems to have forgotten that. It doesn’t want to
believe it, so it can’t believe it. Once you’ve reached for the

idea of immortality, how can you accept the slightest
obstacle or backsliding?
In order to dissipate any lingering doubts, he dives into the
flow of virtual conversations, lowering the filters and inputting
a key-word search.
> Common Channel| RUO-CIO ∆ Medicoder \ © Ten-Tin >
> In 2 minutes and 40 seconds. I know it’s urgent! I’ll be
there with your meditechs. Five boxes on mega sale! One
is all you need? Who gives a DALEK?
> Common Channel | CLEHAN ∆ Cryptologue \ © Nephti > > I
got a “late warning” on an Appologium day? Delete.
They’ve got to be coding me!
> Common Channel | ANAH ∆ Professional Scribot \ © Damaze
>
> You want a world-bible for an eromance over a
backdrop of a Stock Exchange crash? Give me four days.
And a three-immersion skin bonus.
> Common Channel | @SSASUMARU ∆ ExSITed >
> Isn’t that Izhair? The guy in the raincoat with the
mask…
> What are you talking about? I can’t believe you woke me
up!
> Izhair the holograff, you crackbot Over there.
> Never heard of him. Couldn’t give a byte.
> What’s your problem, Mantri? Everybody knows Izhair!
His latest simuli-tag is hard-core! He takes the pits out of
the Mantrixes who want to vote in consultations.
> The zonzombs?
> Yup. It’s bad enough that old geezers get to vote, but
now they want to let dead people do it too?
> Are you telling me that Izhair … is there?
> Oh man, go back to sleep!

The Ordinator has to bite his lips not to let his amusement
show. His AIssistant has a good sense of humour, inherited
from his own sense of self-mockery, a very useful weapon for
a politician – when it’s wielded properly.
> ®Channel #°1 | HASSAN ∆ Product Director \ © Blue Dream
>
That wipes the smile off his face. Time to concentrate.
So Hassan broke down before he did. All well and good.
The Ordinator keeps his correspondent waiting, a tried and
true tactic to make them squirm. He strolls along calmly as he
lets the pressure rise.
> Ordinator, why haven’t you contacted me yet?
> Why would I do that?
> Surely we’re not going to play those games? We both bet
big, we’ll both lose big.
> The difference between you and me, Hassan, is that I
didn’t put my Legendary bioost on the line.
> No, you did a lot more. Operation Minage wasn’t
approved by popular consultation, was it?
Hassan must really be panicking, his showing his cards way
too soon. That’s good news, his carelessness is telling the
Ordinator everything he wanted to know. To whit:
One: Hassan doesn’t know that he didn’t launch Minage. He
wrongly believes that he has an ace up his sleeve. If the
information went public, the Ordinator might look
incompetent, but not corrupt. It’s an easier sell to voters.
Two: Hassan didn’t launch the operation either, because if
he did, he wouldn’t be shooting himself in the foot like this. It
seemed highly unlikely, but still, that’s one less suspect to
wonder about.
Three: Hassan needs him, or else he wouldn’t have dared to
threaten him so directly. So the situation could still be turned
to his advantage.

> And to begin with, Hassan, you were explaining what
the bug happened? I watched the vids; Kurtis definitely
discharged the bioost, so why didn’t he win?
> Would I be calling you if I knew? I need to show you
something.
The Ordinator’s AIssistant registers a persona-sharing
request. When he accepts it, a digital version of Hassan appears
alongside him as he’s walking down the street. No one else can
see the virtual being. Although it’s static, it moves at the same
speed as the observer. The persona goes iridescent every time
it collides with a pedestrian or any other obstacle.
Oblivious to those incidents, Hassan activates his SIT in the
palm of his hand. With the other hand, he seems to be flicking
an insect away. The data appear on his screen, perfectly
displayed for the Ordinator’s angle of vision.
He’s looking at Kurtis mid-shoot, eyes rolled back. In the
upper-right corner of the image, a stopwatch is ticking away.
It stops at 2 and 561 thousandths of a second: the precise
moment when Aurelius’s dagger entered his throat.
> Notice the length of the flash: just over two and a half
seconds. Now have a look at our clinical trials.
Hassan flutters his hand again. The screen turns into a
mosaic of similar images: thousands of men and women
soaking in vats of an electric-blue liquid. The stopwatch on
each image starts when the test subject gets an injection of Blue
Dream. The numbers freeze when the flash ends, meaning
when each subject recovers their lucidity.
Not a single timer reaches a full second. A caption
announces: “Average time = 0 and 814 thousandths of a
second.
> The Blue Dream reaction time measured during the
Appologium is a significant statistical anomaly. That was not
some ordinary flaw.

> Maybe your bioost was affected by the disturbances in
the Rift.
> That’s where the tests I just showed you were carried
out!
Hassan must really be desperate or he wouldn’t be admitting
to have performed clandestine tests in the Rift. Public opinion
wouldn't excuse his corpo… his competitors would make sure
of that.
> Thank you for being so frank, Hassan. I suppose that
you’d like me to have the Mantrixes launch a deep analysis
of the network?
> Precisely. That’s one of your prerogatives, isn’t it?
> I also suppose that you would rather I kept the
investigation under wraps?
> We would rather, Ordinator. You and I are in on the
same hack here. So be discreet. Give me the SITuations of
the sons of bots behind the sabotage and I’ll take it from
there, without anybody noticing a thing. Hushing this thing
up is in both of our interests, right? > I’m on the case,
Hassan. I’ll be in touch.
The persona vanishes. Does Hassan really think that the
Ordinator hadn’t considered the possibility of bioost sabotage
on his own? He already had an audit done. Even
crossreferencing Minage and Blue Dream, he couldn’t find a
single useful clue on the network…
So the conspiracy is even more troubling than he feared. It’s
not just his job or Hassan’s that are at stake, it could
conceivably be Mantris’s very reliability that’s in danger.
He’s going to have to outsmart whoever’s conspiracy this is.
With his field of vision freed up, but his mind still gridlocked,
the Ordinator looks for some release in the crowd jammed in
around him. The scent of food, the soft rumbling of their

conversations, the graceful swirl of lights… he’s delighting in
the minutiae of daily life with all five senses.
Walking by a cast-food place that moulds fish paste into
more traditional dishes, he’s charmed by a tiny exo’ toddling
around. Staring overhead, nearly falling over backwards, the
tot is fascinated by the tubular fish tanks connecting the
buildings, like a sort of aboveground transit system. Inside,
schools of fish are traveling directly from fish farms to
processing centres, bringing an exotic touch to the urban
landscape.
Eyes sparkling, the child is clearly captivated. The multitude
of tightly packed fish is swirling above him hypnotically. Rising
and falling smoothly, then subito presto, the whole group
panics, fleeing who knows what at the speed of a rocket, but
for no more than a second.
With a child’s intuitive dexterity, the little boy uses the palm
of his exoskeleton to beam light at the fish, stirring them up.
Caught in the light, the flashing scales shimmer with bright
colours in which blues, purples and yellows intertwine
spontaneously. The tot guffaws as he sweeps his light across
the whole tube. It’s not an adult’s careful laughter that makes
sure to restrain itself, but an outpouring of joy that splashes
passers-by with a wave of good cheer. Seated at the cast-food
place before a dish that stewed for three hours, his proud
parents are so charmed by the scene that they completely
forget to eat what has so enthralled their child.
The Ordinator takes the scene in, soaking up the details.
Maybe Sathyne will be able to feel them vicariously, through
him? They’ll come here someday, he promised her that. In the
meantime, the Ordinator feels the city for both of them.
He casts his gaze further afield, towards a mother letting her
son try make-up bioosts; they both burst out laughing at the
pupil-shadow effect. The Ordinator’s eyes well up once again.
That affectionate relationship is so familiar to him…

On the magnetic gangway ten feet above the pedestrian zone,
a robot-worker is packed into the back of a DALEK, knees
and elbows folded more or less into a cube until it’s time to
unload the batteries it’s guarding.
Still higher, a man with clawed prostheses is walking up the
side of the building. A swarm of mini-drones is surrounding
him, shooting selfies with the vertical horizon in the
background. Headstrong, the guy looks cocksure. Focused on
the effort, a wry smile is his only response to the outraged
comments coming from people in the building seeing him
through their window-screens.
Suddenly one foot loses its grip. He tries to right himself,
slips and fall. Luckily, the digital awning of a cyber-sports shop
breaks his fall. The awning is shattered, but the wounded man
is in high spirits. Lots of people rush to his aid. Coordinating
their efforts with their SITs, the strongest ones clear out the
debris, the interfaced call up their autonomous vehicles, and a
variety of bioosts are generously offered to make a medidoc
cocktail. Mere moments later, the climber has been evacuated
in a medical vehicle. Before he disappears, he waves his broken
prostheses, with a hologram over it saying, “You break it, you
bought it! Climb the wall, y’all!!”
Then things get back to normal in this neighbourhood that
is so familiar to him. With its 3D birdsong and singular
wetgrass smell, he’d know this pedestrian lane anywhere. He
finds it particularly pleasant, which is why he chose to set up
his sister, Sathyne, there.
Truth be told, he hadn’t consciously planned to go see her.
His legs made up his mind for him. No surprise: whenever he’s
in the midst of a crisis, when he can tell he’s at a crossroads,
losing control, when he need the gentle warmth of a familiar
presence, of a cocoon where he can let his heart and his fears
come unravelled, the Ordinator always winds up knocking at
the same door.

So it’s not by chance that his feet led him here. It’s
synchronicity.
The only problem is that although it’s easy to disguise his
appearance, it’s a whole other can of fish paste to deceive his
SIT.
The interface became ubiquitous organically, as it was just so
practical. No more keys to lose, problems communicating or
finding your way around the city-continent; no scheduling
problems or oversights. Plus the possibility of maintaining an
authentic bond with those who matter most, to see how to
help your neighbour with a simple scan of their needs, to
participate actively in Mantris’s public life. Let alone
instantaneous access to medical care and incredible safety
precautions, guaranteed. The whole thing under the oversight
of the Noria, which is required by the first of the Three Laws
of the Synthia to optimize life expectancy for all
shareholdercitizens.
When you add it that it’s not mandatory, and that on top of
that, it’s free, the SIT has some damn good arguments in its
favour. Some people have misgivings about the interface of
course, but not many people refuse to be inSITed when they
reach the age of.
But for a VIP like him, the real problem is being constantly
tracked. Fortunately, since he works directly with the agency
in charge of centralizing SIT data, he has some privileges.
Nonetheless, he has a flicker of doubt: is this really the right
time to disappear, even temporarily? His AIssistant has been
filtering a considerable number of demands that he’s going to
have to respond to eventually.
> Common Emergency Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria
>
> Security Alert. A ripper is currently at large in your
neighbourhood or in the perimeter of your current

localisation. The suspect is a large mutant who goes by the
name of “Niguana”. He is believed to be extremely
dangerous. An O.P.I.A. operation is currently underway in
order to neutralize him. If you localize this mutant,
SITuate yourself to the Noria but do not take action. We
are optimizing your life expectancy. Never act on your own.
Let’s watch out for each other.
The Ordinator’s stomach is churning, an atavistic reaction to
the thought of physical violence, which has practically
disappeared from Mantris. The grandiloquent code name
“Niguana” conceals the individual’s horrific modus operandi:
ripping his victims’ throats out.
One more thing to deal with… It’s all getting to be a bit
much.
> Popular Consultation | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria > >
Are you in favour of establishing a Croesus reward for
neutralizing the mutant ripper known as Niguana? 59.17%
of citizens replied Yes.
> Public Announcement | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria > >
With the approval of a popular consultation, a Croesus
reward has been budgeted to accelerate neutralization of
the mutant ripper known as “Niguana”. The reward may
only be claimed by a registered bounty hunter. The amount
will be decided by the Stock Exchange authority. To all
citizens: do not put your life expectancy at risk. Let’s
preserver our safety together. To find out more: contact
the Camille persona.
The Ordinator sighs. The announcement is a perfect
example of everything they shouldn’t have said. By making the
threat official, they make its importance too visible. Worse
than that, it implies that the Noria is going to take care of the
problem personally, which makes them responsible if it
doesn’t get taken care of.

And guess who’s going to have to answer for it to every
chrone in Mantris?
∩ AIssistant, information about leading chrones. ∩
∩ Liv is searching the immedia for exclusive revelations
about Niguana. Bidding is open…
See, that’s exactly his point! The Noria’s lack of human tact
is so exasperating! Their algorithm may maximise life
expectancy, but sometimes it maximises collective anxiety, too.
Good code, he’s so fed up with it all!
∩ AIssistant, priority routine. ∩ ∩
Launch the SaThIne program.
His SIT’s signature is instantly diffracted onto the numerous
interfaces around him. Every person he passes inherits a chunk
of his identity, which rebounds towards other SITs in
selfperpetuating echoes that never fade out. The system is all
the more efficient the more people there are nearby, so the
dense crowd around him right now offers ideal conditions.
As Ordinator, his movements are consultable by all citizens.
To anyone who chooses to check up on him Noria will show
him toing-and-froing in the same perimeter, like any other
passer-by.
Having ghosted himself, he can now weave surreptitiously
through the crowd.
He turns briskly into a cross street full of little shops that
cater to both shozen and the exSITed, i.e. anyone who chooses
not to have the interface. Those stores have dubbed
themselves stands to make the point that they are taking a stand
against the SIT.
The rebellious stores don’t check customers’ SITuations. In
the meantime, his sister is unwell, and it’s nobody else’s
business. He worked hard for that. He’s determined not to let
anyone find out where he goes.
He’s determined not to let anyone use his secret against him.

Just as he’s about to step inside a boutique called Neither
Frivolous nor Pointless, he notices a young man… no, a young
woman. He can’t tell. Probably a cyb’ who finds the distinction
pointless.
About fifteen years old, they aren’t wearing an interface,
which is rare, although not entirely unheard of at their age –
meaning that they can’t be SITuated. Fluo tattoos, cheap DIY
cybers, androgynous body. It takes the Ordinator a few beats
to realize that the cyb’s skin has been partially replaced by
screen-skin. Young cybs are taking their machine future very
seriously.
They are sitting on the railing in front of the shop window –
an actual glass window that lets you see inside, not an
advertising screen! – scrolling directly on their wrist with
impressive speed. Thousands of messages are zipping across
the screenskin, with a unique colour for each user.
The crazy idea that they might be a spy crosses his mind. His
fears dissolve when a girl taps on the shop window from the
inside. They turn around, smiles and waves at someone who
must be their little sister.
The store is so old that in order to enter it, the Ordinator has
to pull the door open himself.
The smell alone is enough to make him feel at home.
“As predictable as ever,” Nyvenn greets him.
Her tone of voice is derisive, but the warmth of her smile is
sincere. In fact, that welcoming smile that makes you feel like
an old friend is the first thing you notice about her. They
actually have known each other for a long time by now, but
she’s been greeting the Ordinator with that same smile since
the first time they met.
Sitting at a large desk, with lighted magnifying glasses in front
of her eyes, she’s scrutinizing the micro-movements her

fingers are making. She stays focussed on her work for a few
seconds longer before raising her eyes to her guest.
As always, Nyvenn recognizes him immediately, despite the
disguise and the SIT scrambling. He has no idea how she does
it. Perhaps it's a remnant of the magical gift she used to have,
or else a skill she inherited from the Rift. She has a…
chequered past.
He’s never really dared to ask much about her past lives.
After ten years, he still doesn’t know much about her… aside
from that she’s entirely trustworthy. He’s a good judge of
people too.
A little girl about ten years old is stuck on Nyvenn’s legs:
too shy to speak, too curious to run away. She’s wearing
dungarees and a shirt with the sleeves rolled up. With a small
Oto class biometric drone on one shoulder and a household
cube rolling between her ankles, she’s staring at him with a
defiant look in her eyes.
The Ordinator can read those eyes like an open book: “Go
on, say I’m ugly!”
He has no idea what her medical problem is. The growths
on her face could pass for scale-shaped implants, but that’s not
what they are. An anarchic rash? Some kind of horn?
Instinctively he understands that it has defined the girl’s life.
She must hear, “Wow, those are some serious implants you
have!” several times a day, to which she snarls back, “But
they’re not implants, are you dab or what? I’m sick, anybody
can see that. But the meditechs say it’s not contagious.”
“What’s your name?” She stares at him.
“C’mon, answer him,” Nyvenn urges her when the girl just
clings to her leg even tighter.
“Onyx. This is Sphax,” tip of her head towards her shoulder.
“And that’s Kubu,” wriggling ankle. “What about you?”

“Don’t you recognize me? I’m Izhair the holograff.”
“Liar! Who do you take me for? I’m not that gulliver!”
“Gullible,” Nyvenn corrects her, gently.
“So tell me, Onyx,” the visitor goes on, “I was just
wondering, do Nyvenn’s ointments still stink?”
Onyx scrunches her nose up into a funny face that’s made
even funnier because of her growths. He laughs delightedly,
along with Nyvenn. He’s pleased for Onyx: if anyone can help
her, the former Arkhantan can. His thoughts linger for a
moment on how strange the woman’s skin is. It was half
turned into tree bark after a poorly executed magic spell. That
was over twenty years ago, and it had got her exiled to the Rift.
Her ancient-tree face always stirs the same sad compassion in
him.
“I’m going to take care of this gentleman,” Nyvenn explains,
peeling Onyx off of her. Stay here, I won’t be gone long.”
“Whenever a big person shows up, I get left all alone! It’s
not FAIR!” she whines. Looking sulky, she plops down with a
sigh on a couch that’s there for Nyvenn’s clients and patients.
As soon as the adults are out of sight, Onyx lies down,
closes her eyes, makes a wet smacking sound with her
mouth, and puts her hands over her eyes, giggling with
anticipation. She knows what her new friends have in store
for her: a flood of affection and tickles!
Dozens of colourful little fuzz balls suddenly appear out of
nowhere, swamping the couch, clambering onto Onyx,
covering her neck, hands, head, chest and belly, and even
slipping under her clothes. The shrill chirping noise they
produce makes their fuzz stand up in waves and makes Onyx
squirm in delight. Nothing in the world could be gentler, it’s
simply not possible.
“Tee-hee! No, not there… that tickles!” Onyx complains in
high spirits.

In the meantime, Nyvenn and the Ordinator have gone to a
small room behind the shop, where she opens a secret
compartment
He’s dying to ask how Sathyne’s doing, but he doesn’t dare.
He wants to hold onto the hope that his sister’s doing well for
as long as possible.
In any case, he’s about to find out…

9
(NIGHT IN WHITE) SATHYNE

Sathyne’s first gift to him is silence.
Even with his SIT turned off, the Ordinator can still feel the
tumult of Mantris, its waves shivering on the cusp of the
audible. Closing your eyes isn’t enough to insulate yourself
from the lights of the world.
But here, in his sister’s hiding place, true tranquillity reigns.
The silence that covers the spot is soft, thick and warm, as
delectable as honey smuggled in from Arkhante.
The Ordinator happily accepts that gift, revelling in it with
unbridled delight. At the risk of softening his carapace.
That’s what he wanted.
Not quite ready to look at it yet, he ignores the green light
coming from the right side of the room. He focuses his
attention on the other side, spotting the changes Nyvenn has
made. Littered with pipes and old vats, the room exposes the
innards of a shuttered factory. Multi-coloured plants are
hanging here and there, lanterns of greenery glowing with life.

There are plenty more in rows on shelves, and dried ones in
jars.
The unusual lushness might spook your average Mantri, but
he’s had time to get used to it. This little haven has become
his true home. It’s a miniature botanical garden. The
magnificent, hand-carved glyphs on the natural Arkhantan
wood furniture – works of art worth a fortune! – seem to
grant life to the plants.
Focussed on the visit with his sister, he takes his time, with
a blend of respect and intimacy. He realizes that’s he just a tad
nervous. What if he feels like he’s speaking into thin air this
time? It’s never happened yet, he reminds himself. He’s always
felt her presence before. She wouldn’t do that to him today.
As if for reassurance, he suddenly feels a delightful warmth
enveloping his heart. Love blooms when he reconnects with
his only relative; brotherly love, shattered by a neural overload
several orders of magnitude greater than a Mantrix’s that
scorched Sathyne’s mind.
When life tried to take that love away from him, it only made
it more vibrant and precious instead. A bond that he can’t
control or calculate, that he doesn’t know how to negotiate
with, that carries him away to the point that his priorities get
turned upside down.
Love is fascinating. Or this one is, anyway.
He takes a deep breath, taking in the smell of the room,
savouring each subtle nuance of the unusual odours that
assailed him the moment he stepped inside. A powerful
botanical fragrance, of moss and algae, with slightly sweet
tones, floats over the low purring of the bubbler that keeps the
oxygen level in the tank stable. The fragrant bouquet stirs
memories of his sister tucked away deep inside him. Powerful,
intact, intimate and organic: his bond with her is all of that.
He’s ready now. He opens his eyes.

“Hi, big sister.”
Sathyne is resting in an emerald regenerative vat that’s
placed vertically. She’s floating between two worlds, her
long hair creating a mist as mysterious as the frontier
between life and death. Eyes closed, face serene, with an
evanescent smile on her lips, she seems to be in a state of
reverie.
A real one.
“How are you?”
He can’t help it; he always starts by asking the same stupid
question. He’ll keep asking ‘til the bitter end, until she can
answer. Soon. He’s sure of it.
The team has made huge progress. Placing Sathyne in that
experimental new vertical vat for starters. Seeing her erect,
standing up, practically in movement, he knows it was the right
thing to do. He couldn’t bear the sight of that sarcophagus she
was lying in any longer.
The luminous psycho-algae drifting in the regenerating liquid
reinforce the impression that she’s a sea creature. He’d much
rather think of her as a drowsy mermaid than a sleepbound
princess.
Nonetheless, his question is answered only with silence once
again. And suddenly, that weighs on him. Heavily.
Everything is weighing on him. The burden of his
responsibilities, the situation he can’t control, his relationship
with the Noria, the obliviousness of the shozen, the future of
Mantris, the chances of losing his job… It’s all crushing him.
Including the shame of complaining about his lot in front of
his sister.
He leans forward, laying a hand on the surface of the tubular
vat, which is pleasantly warm. The regenerating liquid’s green
hue is new – Nyvenn must be trying new potions. His head

falls forward and he closes his eyes, as if to grant extra strength
to a sort of invocation.
“I need you, Sathyne.”
A cluster of algae floats towards his hand, latching on to the
transparent wall in a sort of undulating handshake. At the same
instant, Sathyne’s hand shudders imperceptibly.
“You’re not going to believe what happened.”
He raises his head slowly, looking right at his sister’s face.
“You really want to know? Mantris lost the Appologium. At
the last minute. With the odds 97% in our favour. Because of
an abnormally defective bioost. Do you buy that?”
Since there’s no reaction on her face, he looks around the
darkened room as he keeps talking, his attention drawn to the
little criarunes around them.
“And the Noria hadn’t seen it coming! Everyone always says
the Mantrixes never make mistakes, only humans do.
Nonsense! Well… it wouldn’t be the first conspiracy in
Mantris, would it, Sy?”
He carefully catches one of the little fuzz balls climbing onto
the glassy front of the tank, and places it on the table. In so
doing, he nearly steps on several others on the floor. They’re
all over the place, as jovial as he is despondent.
“And wait, here’s the REALLY strange part: the winner, a
certain Aurelius, isn’t even Arkhantan! No, he’s Nay-Dam.
Nobody else knows that yet. He entered the competition
incognito.”
He shoves more of the little creatures climbing up the tank
away. As soon as he gets rid of one, two more take its place.
They seem so inoffensive that he takes his failure
philosophically.
“To make matters worse, while Aurelius was engaged in
combat, one of our squadrons was attacking the Wall of Bones,

in the Rift! Not only had I not been informed about the
operation being launched, I hadn’t even authorized it!”
An annoyed wave of his hand triggers a simultaneous
shudder and a shrill shriek from the criarunes. He’s startled
to see that dozens of the little fuzz balls are converging on
him, and three of them are scratching his shoe. He shoves
them away negligently, staying focussed on his train of
thought.”
“That’s starting to add up to a lot of coincidences, don’t you
think? And on top of it all, the new queen of Arkhante knew
all about the assault! I’m pretty sure that Aurelius and she are
in cahoots… Still, that Solis has got real charisma! You’d like
her, I’m sure.”
Several of the criarunes are on the glass by now, covering
Sathyne’s face. Annoyed, the Ordinator swats them away less
and less gently. Distracted, he doesn’t notice that the
regenerating liquid has veered slightly blue.
“I have to admit that I’m worried. I didn’t see any of this
coming. Zero anticipation… you would have given me a real
dressing down. With all my experience, I still got the wool
pulled over my eyes like a beginner. The instant I realized it, I
thought of you. Yeah, yeah, I know, ‘mistakes are
opportunities,’ if you’ve told me that one, you’ve told it to me
a thousand times. But first I have to figure out if it’s an inside
job or Arkhantan scheming. But triselenium has to be the key.”
Overwhelmed by the number of criarunes, the Ordinator
takes two steps back. He’s astonished to see that the creatures
have formed a three-foot-wide triskelion in the middle of the
glass. A faint blue halo seems to be radiating from it. A word
pops into his mind: Rift.
And a memory.
“You’re right, Sy, I should have kept an eye on the Rift, like
you told me to.”

His heart feels like it’s about to break. Submerged by the
blues.
“Proving once again that you should have been Ordinator,
not me… You’re lost in there, and I’m lost out here. Come
back, quick, so we can change places. I’m blind, blinded.
You’d see everything come from light-years away. You
always have. Even for that accursed accident, you knew
what was coming, but you did it anyway. For my sake. You
shouldn’t have. You really shouldn’t. I don’t deserve it…”
He breaks down.
Falling to his knees, he struggles to keep himself together in
the name of a necessary restraint that he doesn’t really believe
in, he finally gives in and sobs. Head hanging, back slumped,
his shoulders shake noiselessly, respecting the silence whose
pleasant taste still lies as heavily on his stomach as a sorrowful
stone.
Cut off from the world, he lets himself go without worrying
about how time is flying by. Sathyne gives him the gift of
tranquillity, he pays her back with his tears.
He pulls himself together eventually. Removing his mask,
without a thought for his dignity, he wipes his nose on the back
of one hand and his tears away with the other. With a last sniff,
he stands up, dusting off his knees and taking a deep breath.
The criarunes are gone. In the green liquid, Sathyne’s head
seems to be tipped to one side. Was he dreaming. Is it a trick
of the light? He could swear he sees the faintest of
conspiratorial smiles, the kind that gladden the heart and
lighten the atmosphere.
“Oh sure, you think it’s funny, don’t you! Let me inform you
that one reason I’ve been knocking myself out to get my hands
on more triselenium is to keep this whole set-up running.
Where do you think all those quartzes come from?” he asks,
waving at the halo from the generators with batteries glowing
inside them.

“The shozen haven’t realized it yet, but the shortage is going
to become more obvious soon. They’ll hardly notice it at first,
but then it’s going to speed up. The parliamentarians, on the
other hand, get it. The next Board meeting is going to be a
free-for-all, I’m going to have to be at the top of my game.
“The Robotics are sure to blame me. If anything, I’m
surprised that haven’t done it yet. I can hear them already,
‘Your diplomacy has failed, Ordinator, it’s time to consider
other options.’ If they get the upper hand, we’re going to have
another war on our hands. That’s out of the question. Not on
my watch!”
He’s getting carried away, more resigned than truly angry.
“The Meditechs are going to go after me, too. Blue Dream
put their Legendary bioost, the jewel of their techstyle, on the
line, so they’re going to want blood. Hassan can’t show any
weakness, or he’ll be exSITed for sure, unless his corpo
eliminates him first.
“And he takes me down with him…”
Sathyne’s hand flutters slightly. It’s probably just going with
the flow, but the Ordinator wants to believe it was voluntary.
“What?”
He’s convinced she’s trying to tell him something crucially
important, but he can’t decipher her message.
“Yes, I’ve got another problem, too. That Niguana…”
“It’s not that I don’t have faith in our trackers, but I know
who their going to target first: anyone who refused a SIT.
Makes sense: if Niguana had one, he would have been caught
a long time ago. Conflict between the inSITed and the exSITed
is going to swell even more, and tension will flare again… I
can already hear some parliamentarians instrumentalizing all
that at the next Stock Exchange Board meeting. Honestly, it’s
not worthy of Mantris. We’re better than that.”
“I won’t let them get away with it.”

“Yes, of course I have plan: instilling doubt. Insinuate that it
isn’t necessarily a ripper; it might be a gang of vocal implant
thieves. In fact, a new model just came out, a voice imitator
that’s popular with young people.”
“I just need to buy a little time. I already know who’s going
to take care of Niguana: Sassaki. If he agrees to do it, you can
consider it done. The guy is invincible, Mantris’s best bounty
hunter ever.”
“I’ve already figured out how to convince him, by swearing
that Niguana is a mutant. Yes, I know… But it’s for a good
cause. I have to adapt to my audience, that’s all! A guy as
principled as he is can’t bear the thought of his techstyle could
having spawned a monster, so he’ll feel obliged to intervene.
Let alone that he’s probably spoiling for a fight. The
Appologium always brings back bad memories for him,
especially this year, with his disciple Hanzo who distinguished
himself and then went over to the other side.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. Sassaki is intimidating, but he’d
never commit anything stupid. And I don’t have any personal
responsibility in that issue.”
He lays his hand on his side of the glass. Hoping against hope
that Sathyne will lay hers on her side. She does nothing of the
sort, obviously.
His abandoned fingers weep with loneliness.
+++
“Stop fidgeting so much, Onyx! You’d think you were a
lollygag on a No-Gee day,” Nyvenn teases her affectionately.
“It’s not my fault, that guy was right: your ointment does
stink!”
“That’s on purpose. If it smelled nice, you wouldn’t want to
get better.”

Onyx scowls. Mature for her age, she already has that adult
pride that hates getting caught out. Nyvenn often saw that
attitude in the Rift, where young people are every bit as
disturbed and desynchronised as magic and technology are.
Nyvenn has lived in all three words: as a teenager at Nature
College in Arkhante, a young adult in the Rift, and a mature
woman in Mantris… Although she doesn’t have a SIT, the
interface that even the Ordinator himself could never obtain
for her, life in the city-continent is the softest. The easiest.
And in the Rift it’s indisputably the worst.
“Who is that guy anyway?” Onyx asks, fishing for info.
“A man with many faces,” Nyvven says with a deliberately
mysterious wink.
“Should my earbuds be burning?” the Ordinator asks,
coming in from the back with his mask back on.
He walks over to the upholstered rocking chair the child is
on and glances at the decoction Nyvenn has spread on the
cutaneous growths poking out of her nose and chin, and
around her eyes. The horn-like growths trigger repulsion – you
might feel bad about it, but you can’t help it.
The Ordinator feels only sympathy, and an irrepressible urge
to tease the girl, too.
“Whatever have you got on your face?” he asks, pretending
to be shocked. “Is that a Focal27-02™?”
He points at the girl’s headphones, adorned with a tiny pink
plush toy. She’s using them as a headband to keep her hair out
of the ointment.
“Next time, I’ll bring you nicer ones. You can decorate them
however you want, ok?”
Defiant, Onyx doesn’t say a word. But her eyes betray her.
“I’ll leave them with Nyvenn, if need be.”
“I’ll walk you out. Onyx, I’ll wipe all that off when I get back.
In the meantime, don’t move.”

The girl doesn’t complain, her attention monopolized by the
criarunes leaping cheerfully all around her.
“Those critters are new, aren’t they?” the Ordinator says on
their way out.
“Yes. They’re partial to moss, so they must have been drawn
in by the plants.”
“You’ve done a great job. Her room looks great, thank you.”
“Don’t mention it. And how did you think she was doing?”
“I…” too upset to speak, his voice trails off.
“She’s fine, I promise.”
He stops short to look right at Nyvenn.
“How can you possibly know?”
“I just do.”
“With magic?”
“You know perfectly well that’s not it. I lost that gift years
ago.”
Nyvenn scratches the bark-skin around the poor-quality
cyber implant slashing her cheeks. Intended to cure her
epidermis, it became encrusted in her wooden veins instead. It
itches like mad, sometimes.
“Truth be told, your presence does her a world of good. And
frankly, I could say the same for you.”
“You’re right, it does. My apologies, I meant no offence. Not
with everything you do. It’s just that… I would gladly give up
an arm to heal her, but I don’t know which one to chop off.”
The Ordinator’s getting a huge lump in the throat. Quick,
change the subject!
“So… what’s wrong with Onyx?”
He taps his own ears to show that he’s talking about the
sound-blocking headphones.
“Hyperacusis, tinnitus… nobody really knows. Her parents
have taken her to loads of doctors to no avail. My snake oils

and witch potions might be able to help her skin issues, but
her ears…”
“I know a Genetic who helped several deaf patients without
the use of implants, maybe she could help Onyx. I’ll transfer
her…”
There always comes moment when the Ordinator
remembers that he’s scrambled his SIT. Nyvenn looks forward
to it, since it’s often quite comical. In a voice full of sunshine,
she teases him, “You’re tugging at my heartstrings. Let me find
you something to write with!”
“Write? By hand? But there’d be no record of our
communication!” Suddenly the Ordinator’s face lights up,
“Nyvenn, you’re a genius!”
He scribbles a name in the notebook she hands him, kisses
her on the forehead and jogs off. Standing on her doorstep,
she watches him go without understanding why he was so
effusive all of a sudden. That’s alright; she’s taught herself to
make the most out of whatever little pleasures come her way.
“Hey you, the humabot!”
The teenager sitting in front of the screen looks up from
their screen, fake daggers in her eyes.
“C’mon, KatK, Onyx is almost done with my juju. You’re
next.”
“Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.”
Fifteen minutes later, they join them, her arms splashed with
photos and conversation screens.
“Genuine, there’s some freaky ash going down on Coal!”
With a wave of their hand, KatK projects the display onto
the wall. The image is slightly distorted by the shadow of the
hanging plants, giving the projection a slightly rebellious,
unstructured feel.
Nyvenn has to concentrate to decipher the inscriptions.
“’wø lé øyz mät åce…’? Ouch… Kat, can you translate?”

“Don’t you twig anything, old lady?”
Onyx guffaws. KatK keeps going, scowling in concentration.
They’re just trying to be clear and precise, without looking
down at anyone.
“You haven’t got a chance at twigging normcore, it’s our
own private language. The Mantrixes think it’s coding, those
dodos. Ixnay odecay, no way! Stratospheric level mental hack!”
Their right hand mimes an explosion while they screen
archive images in the palm of their hand.
“Don’t worry, cybs do that all the time,” Onyx whispers too
loudly in Nyvenn’s ear. “Talking non-stop is a logorrheathm.”
“Oh, Coal isn’t blah-blah like the Noria, this here is real, you
feelin’ it?”
“So why don’t you tell me what your ‘freaky ash’ is?” Nyvenn
intervenes.
“Check out ÅPØLØW, it’s everywhere. That’s all anybody. Is.
Talking. About. They calculated the trisel stocks and the
question is how low can they go. I checked, and they’re not
pulling anybody’s prosthesis. Some cybs hacked the network
and you know what they found out?”
“That they can’t count?” Onyx snorts.
KatK replies to their sibling’ mockery with a pixelated photo
of the Ordinator sticking his tongue out that they project all
over their face.
“They’re going to start charging for batteries. Isn’t that wild?”
Nyvenn looks worried. Batteries power absolutely
everything, from the smallest instruments to giant robots, from
street lamps to SITs. Even the Noria depends on them.
Batteries are the only source of energy in Mantris. Abundant
and available for free, they are the cornerstone of Mantri
society, the foundation of public service.
They’re unfettered availability is what allows the exSITed to
live decently. That’s what keeps Sathyne alive, too. The

Ordinator implemented a delivery system importing small
amounts of batteries from all over the city-continent.
Otherwise, Neither Frivolous nor Useless’s energy consumption
would already have been identified as suspicious.
If they start charging for batteries, Nyvenn’s life is going to
be upended. Again.
How can that be good news?
“People have too many holos in their eyes,” KatK answers,
without her having asked the question out loud. “This’ll
change everything: you wanna’ play, you have to pay!”
With a pinched expression on her face, Onyx looks at
Nyvenn. The girl doesn’t share the cyb’s enthusiasm any more
than her healer does. The Arkhantan smiles at her reassuringly.
A bell rings in KatK’s shoulder.
“See? That proves they’re panicking. Typical: the Ordi fires
back. Check it out!”
KatK projects the Noria’s spokesperson’s persona, who’s
making an official statement.”
“… in-depth investigation, there is no longer any doubt
about the Blue Dream corporation’s implication: Legendary
bioost was used fraudulently at the recent Appologium.
“I have personally negotiated an arrangement with the
leaders of the corpo. Why? Because the first priority is avoiding
the domino effect. If I hadn’t stepped in immediately, this
scandal would undoubtedly have dragged Mantris into a
financial crisis with unpredictable repercussions. The minutes
of those negotiations have been uploaded to the public domain.
They are available to any citizen who cares to consult them.
“According to the terms of our agreement, I have authorized
Blue Dream to claim the safeguards provided for in Article 101
of the Joint Contract on the Protection of Corpos in Situations
of Bankruptcy. In exchange, Blue Dream is resigning from its
position as Meditech’s Legendary One, effective immediately.

“Dear Shareholder-Citizens, the worst has been avoided. But
make no mistake: the hour is dire! For the first time since the
Heroes’ War, there is only one Legendary One left in our City.
After the destruction of Terak and the death of Chaka, the
Cybernetic techstyle alone still has its paragon, Nyopé.
“That is why I intend to submit a stimulus package in favour
of research and innovation for your approval soon. The
package will be beneficial to all techstyles. It is time for Mantris
to recover the status it never should have…”
KatK cuts the com. The Coal screen flashes back up on the
wall, with conversations zipping by at a frenetic pace.
Shoulders scrunched, they aren’t reading them. Their face is
creased with rage.
“’Beneficial stimulus package’ and blah-blah-blah; my code!
You’re all so gullible you’re going to swallow it like a redshrimp
fritter! Of course! Charging for batteries and all the rest.”
The teen snaps their screen off angrily.
“C’mon, On, let’s go home.”
“Relax— Kat, it’ll be ok. We’ll find a way. Don’t get into
trouble now, promise?” Nyvenn says nervously.
“If I run into that mother-bugging Ordi, all bets are off!”

10
TWO SABRES

Perched on the roof of a tall building, one foot protruding
over the edge, Sassaki towers over the whole city. He’s
scrutinizing it meticulously.
Judging it.
The Genetic loves Mantris deeply, but that doesn’t blind him
to its weaknesses or its shady zones.
Even his own techstyle has been known to tarnish the
citycontinent’s reputation. When that happens, he sees it as his
duty to correct the situation.
The Ordinator thinks he convinced Sassaki to hunt down
Niguana, but the bounty hunter’s mind wasn’t actually made
up until after he’d visited Neo-Dharma’s labs. Although the
corpo would never have admitted it at the Stock Exchange,
they didn’t dare hide the truth from him: a mutant had indeed
escaped the Zoone.
So it was up to him to erase the stain.
In Sassaki’s eyes, hybridization was an abomination. The
notion that human beings had reached an evolutionary stage
that could only be surpassed through artifice was both absurd

and lazy. Absurd, because it denied the powers of the living
that represent the crowning achievement of millions of years
of natural selection: nothing could pretend to be superior to
that. And lazy, because it meant preferring to call on other
species rather than developing your own full potential.
Hybridization was a misleading impasse and not in any way
a bridge to the future. It meant giving up on seeing how far
humans could go, giving up on trying to achieve their full
potential, giving up on being fully human by dreaming of being
superhuman.
To their dishonour, too many Genetics had let themselves
be taken in by the idea that natural humans were biologically
insufficient, and should, therefore, be improved through
zooengineering. What bothered Sassaki the most was that even
his own mentor, the warrior he admired most completely,
Chaka herself, had fallen under the sway of that temptation.
And to think that historians still argued over the reasons for
her failure against Faust…
Sassaki chases those impure thoughts from his mind: he
owes his teacher respect and fidelity. Yet he has to
acknowledge the truth: the coming hunt will be a welcome
catharsis. As a warrior trained in the way of the sword, he
compacts his negative thoughts into his blade; in the coming
hours, his weapons will speak in his name.
Having re-focussed himself, he partitions his mind in order
concentrate entirely on the task at hand.
Sassaki has two advantages compared to other bounty
hunters: he knows what kind of mutant it is – an aquatic hybrid
– and he has its genetic sequence. So he has scattered DNAsniffing nanobots across the aquacole network. Now he’s
waiting for their report with the patience of a predator standing
stock-still as his prey approaches.
He takes advantage of the pause to check his material, as little
of it as there is: dark matte armour with an anti-glare treatment,

a multi-feature mask over the lower half of his face, and two
nanofilament sabres across his back.
Nothing else.
No cyber implants, combat exoskeletons, or bioost
injectors, and, it goes without saying, no hybridization.
Nothing but the power of a genetic heritage that has been
meticulously selected for over ten generations.
Granted, he can boast the finest blades of the best material
ever invented, but nothing’s interfaced, there’s nothing he
can’t take apart, sharpen and repair himself. Sassaki controls
the technology, not the other way around!
The most impressive thing about him for your average
Mantri though is that he doesn’t even have a SIT. His name
alone suffices to open doors; his spotless reputation is a more
precious guarantee than a Croesus ranking. His ivory skin, his
eyes in which the pupil and the iris conflate in shades of black,
and the tattoo with variable light effects that hurtles down his
left arm when it is exposed all contribute to immediate
recognition everywhere he goes. His wiry silhouette implies a
young man; you need to focus on the patriarch’s beard to
realize that he’s already over forty.
Patient and serene, Sassaki ignores the dizzying drop just
beyond the tip of his foot, the wind whistling fiercely that high
up as it blows off the nearby ocean, and Mantris’s all-over
artificial roof canopy barely 500 feet overhead.
Withdrawing from the saturated light of the city, which
seems to be amplified by the night sky, Sassaki gathers himself,
body and soul, within his inner fortress, entering a meditative
state. He is rekindling his inner fire in harmony with his major
frequency. In a word: he’s getting synched.
An alarm snaps him back to the present, refreshed and ready.
A display hovering over his mask locates the DNA signature:
it has been spotted at the upper-middle floor level, some 1,000
feet below.

In a single fluid movement, he leaps onto his personal
EKLED and tosses himself into the void, arms outstretched,
the better to steer what looks more like a freefall than a
controlled descent.
The EKLED is vibrating beneath his feet; the raging wind is
mussing the topknot his long silky hair has been twisted into;
his fingers are capturing the slightest fluctuations in the air. His
training allows him to master his vehicle perfectly, while his
exceptional inner ear gives him the easy grace of a raptor
swooping towards its prey.
The void wants to devour the insolent creature that is defying
it, but Sassaki eludes every trap placed before him. He avoids
the other EKLEDs, swirls around the aerial galleries stretching
from one tower to the next, leaves the jet-pack pilots –no
slouches, it must be acknowledged – in the dust. His keen night
vision means he can perceive and anticipate the slightest
obstacle.
For the frisson, he flies close enough to the skyscrapers’
glassy surfaces to graze them with one hand before the eyes of
their spellbound inhabitants. Devilishly agile, he weaves
between the hanging apartments of the towers with botanical
architecture, flies alongside an aerial metro whose passengers
SITuate his exploits. His flawless coordination authorizes the
most audacious acrobatics.
Halfway to his destination, he becomes aware of a gigantic
hologram broadcasting a message from Nyopé, the
Cybernetics’ Legendary One.
The last paragon that Mantris has left is splattering the city
with her classy allure.
Strangely, considering her status, Nyopé’s not wearing any
visible cybers. Her body is dripping with jewellery however:
complex earrings, ankle bracelets covering bare feet, delicate
chains on her arms, small rings plaited into her long hair. The
hologram is stunningly true to life, even capturing how

admirably the gleam of her platinum jewellery is set off by her
jet-black skin.
“Like you, I have learned that Blue Dream participated in the
Appologium. They did so sneakily, and, worse than that, they
failed.”
The luminous Nyopé stands up with hypnotically,
dangerously feline fluidity. She approaches the cam.
“The conclusion is obvious: I will participate in the next
Appologium.”
She stops when her face appears in close up, “And I will be
the seventh and final combatant.”
Sassaki flies straight through the image, triggering iridescent
waves worthy of a double suns-set over the ocean. Behind him,
the message is repeating on an imperturbable loop.
He finally arrives at his destination: a temporary party
occupying a whole storey of the pyramidal AZ/tech tower.
The saturated light beaming from the picture windows acts like
a lighthouse drawing revellers to the port.
More slowly, with the stealth of a magnetic engine, Sassaki
slips into a blind spot in the lighting, on a decorative corbel
three stories above the party. There he turns into a living
gargoyle. His abandoned EKLED dashes off to a charging
station on its own; he won’t be needing it any more tonight.
His target isn’t far away; he can feel its presence throbbing
as intensely as the strobe lights 50 feet below him. What a
strange place for a ripper to come cruising, where the light
exposes him to all eyes. And yet, he is there, there’s no doubt
about that.
Sassaki leans forward from the corbel, that's barely half as
deep as the soles of his feet. He leaps down one floor, spins,
drops another floor, catches himself on a slight overhang and
lands gracefully on the terrace he was aiming for, crashing the
party without anyone’s noticing.

Inside, everything is draped in immersive lights that erase the
walls, halls and ceilings. Emerald sap unfurls into tropical
forests, blinking crimson simulates an emergency evacuation,
turquoise avalanches pour through the void, while amber and
gold gleam softly at the entrance to a salon… The atmosphere
changes at the speed of light.
The ephemeral evening’s theme is displayed everywhere:
charts illustrating the drop in meditech corporations’ stock
prices, images showing medi-shops getting mobbed,
skyrocketing prices on self-injecting cyber doses and nurserobots with integrated bioosts. Above the carefully produced
projections, a simple message is looping on a filament ticker:
“Everything must go… before there’s none left!”
The excitement is paroxysmal in the various rooms.
Everyone is thrashing about frantically: total trip, full-on trance
or both at once; tech-tonics bolster bodies against exhaustion
and stroboscopic migraines; revellers are munching on
capsules, tossing down neuroin cocktails in one gulp, wrapping
themselves in micro-dosed sensory shawls. A consumer frenzy
is burning through stocks in a no-tomorrow orgy. The time to
live is now. Right now. Right here. Urgently. Make the most
out of every second they’ve got left. Toss it in the air and fall
with it. Fall into the open arms of folly. Until madness ensues.
The strangest part is the silence. Absolute. As thick as melted
albemet. The atmosphere is enabled entirely by light. Not a
sound is punctuating the air. Hallucinogenic halogens.
Sassaki steals between the partygoers whose ears are
saturated with inexistent sounds. He’s as silent as the soirée
itself, or perhaps more so. He navigates around the ecstatically
shuddering bodies, shifting or dropping to avoid touching
anyone without deviating from his path, the one that the
sniffer nanobots have indicated.
Until he sees Niguana.

Everything betrays him when you know what clues to look
out for: his scent, different from the abundantly perspired
musk; the subtle hissing of his damp skin; the slight blinking
of the nictitating membrane that protects his eyes from the
assault of water… Someone other than Sassaki might have
caught those subtleties, but for him, they’re glaringly obvious.
Niguana is standing next to a huge aquarium that takes up
one whole wall; it’s not a hologram, more like a ramification of
Mantris’s aquacole network, the offshoot of a canal set prettily
into the walls of the apartment. The monster looks no different
from an ordinary shozen who’s into anamorphic skins – a
recent fashion that fuses human faces with animal features.
Despite the hood shadowing his face, Sassaki can make out
large, flat amphibian eyes, slit-sized nostrils, and no
protuberances that could adversely affect the monster’s
hydrodynamics.
The mutant is bargaining with a dealer blinded by greed. The
negotiating is arduous, the tension palpable.
Sassaki gets closer while his prey’s vigilance is down.
Boosted by the looming penury, the dealer is feeling cocky.
A mistake, judging by the looks of the client. Sassaki divines a
veritable power to harm in Niguana: a large silhouette that
offers dangerous extension, dense musculature, clawed hands
and webbed feet… the Genetic recognizes a formidable
adversary. The dealer doesn’t, apparently.
The transaction comes to a close when Sassaki is practically
within reach. Practically.
The warrior realizes he’s been detected a fraction of a second
too late: blame it on Niguana’s static eyes that mean there was
no movement of the pupil to spot. The mutant shoves him
away brutally; Sassaki grabs imperfectly at his wrist, his hand
slipping on the scaly skin, keeping him from segueing into the
expected next hold.

Niguana responds instantly to the surprise attack, whipping
the air with a circular movement of his arms, claws out.
Carving grooves into the metal armour, he leaves silver stripes
in the matte finish.
Sassaki leaps back, startled by the nimbleness with which the
blow was dealt. The mutant doesn’t waste his chance: spinning
in place, his elbow strikes Sassaki’s temple, slamming his head
brutally to one side. A sweep takes him down, a blow to the
solar plexus during the fall, three fierce kicks in the ribs as he
hits the ground… Sassaki skids across the floor, repelled by
the strength of his adversary’s fury.
He was struck three times in one fall. A master class in
coordination and agility.
Finally realizing the danger, the dealer begins to scream.
Niguana’s cry is even more strident as he flicks out his
amphibian tongue that’s long and sticky.
Sharp, too, because like a viscous whip, it has ripped the
Meditech’s throat out. The man’s scream dies out in a gurgling
noise punctuated with long spurts of blood.
His victim has barely fallen to his knees by the time the killer
mutant is already lunging towards the aquarium. Entering
through a flexible-membraned airlock, he escapes into the wall
canal. The schools of fish and crustaceans cleave suddenly in
response to the sudden arrival of the predator. With a single
kick of his webbed feet, the hybrid disappears from sight.
Without using his hands, Sassaki pops up with a sharp snap
of his hips. He’s not wounded, he absorbed each blow in a way
that reduced the impact to next to nothing. He wants the
mutant to feel strong, invulnerable. To lower his guard.
Truth be told, he has reached his objective faster than he’d
hoped: isolating Niguana so as not to have to confront it in the
midst of the crowd. The partygoers are so out of touch with
reality, they’re unlikely to worry about someone who’s been
hurt, or even killed. The warrior abhors those artificial

paradises that steal pain for the sake of an indigent tepidity. No
matter. In any case, he considers it more honourable to put his
own life in danger than that of his fellow citizens. He feels it is
only sporting to confront the mutant in its original biotope, its
own lair, where it will be an even more formidable opponent.
Considering the demonstration he just got outside of the
mutant’s element, the combat will be perilous.
Sassaki glances at the dying dealer, whose SIT has already
alerted the emergency first-aid service. They’ll arrive too late;
even Sassaki can’t do anything to save him.
All he can do now is to make sure there are no more victims.
Cracking his hip and neck to dissipate the residual tension,
he raises the nozzle for the air supply on his protective mask
to his mouth. He’s got fifteen minutes of autonomy, plus a
somewhat less than that without breathing… the combat
mustn’t last more than twenty minutes.
When Sassaki follows Niguana into the aquacole network, he
is immediately struck by the peaceful, inhabited silence: so
unlike the party’s electrified, solitary one. He moves easily
through the liquid environment; with less grace than the
mutant of course, but no less pleasure. The atypical pressure
on his lungs; the misleading euphoria of the rarefied oxygen;
the muted, cavernous sounds inside the glass-walled
channels… It all comes together to plunge him into a
meditative trance not unlike the ones he practices regularly.
The exit is abrupt and painful.
Niguana has made a U-turn, preferring the role of hunter to
that of prey.
A blow to his face, claws stabbing at his cheek, mask whisked
away in a whirl of bubbles. Sassaki has just lost most of his
oxygen before the combat has even started!
Although he’s an accomplished martial artist, the Genetic has
lost his elegant efficiency in the aquatic environment. Water
slows his movements down, depriving his thrusts and kicks of

their power, softening the impact of his blows. The mutant, on
the other hand, is spinning with ease, despite the limited space,
seeming almost to be having fun with his powerful, precise
blows.
The swells are turning red and filling with panicked bubbles.
Sassaki unsheathes his short sabre then curls up into a ball.
Protecting his throat with his elbows, making his blade into a
mobile rampart, he lets the current carry him away. Niguana
keeps up effortlessly, harassing him relentlessly. His tongue, as
deft underwater as in the air, avoids the sabre’s cutting edge
when it lashes out, slashing skin from Sassaki’s arms, shoulders
and back.
The Genetic is managing to avoid mortal blows, but he’s
running out of air. He slows his heart, lowers his body
temperature, pulls his stomach lashes out while; his ascetic
discipline allows him to reprogram his body to survival mode
as easily as a robot.
Letting himself drift, he’s being drawn towards the deepest
depths of the aquacole network. The mutant persists, striking
blows like a carrion-eater devouring a drifting body. But
without being able to strike a fatal blow.
His sense of orientation intact despite the pain and the
wounds, despite the swirling of the current and the constant
harassment he’s being subjected to, Sassaki still knows where
he is. Before diving in, he integrated a map of the pipe network.
The number and location of the airlocks, the main bifurcations
and more. All of it, in great detail.
The time has come.
He stretches out one foot and strikes the side wall to inflect
his path. Opening his eyes, he sees that the water is reddened
with his blood. Sabre in hand, the arms protecting his throat
suddenly relax. The nanofilament blade cleaves the glass wall,
which splits open with an unbearably chalky screech. He slows
down, preparing for the shock of getting slammed into the wall.

When the mutant strikes his now unguarded biceps and neck,
he grits his teeth.
The hatch is there: round, about a foot in diameter, too
narrow for a human body to get through.
But not for Sassaki.
An expert contorsionist, he dislocates both shoulders,
empties his lungs to compress his ribcage, and shifts his tightly
clamped legs by forcing his pelvis sideways.
His hips graze the metal sides, and the sharp edges of the
opening dig into his armour, which gets jammed. He’s stuck,
legs on the outside, chest still in the water.
Niguana grabs his arm to tug him back into his natural
environment. Which is exactly what Sassaki had anticipated he
would do.
He orders his armour to retract. As it does, it takes the
hatch’s metal trim with it. The few millimetres of extra space
that creates mean he’s suddenly expelled from the tube, like a
plug popping out from the water pressure.
He takes the mutant with him.
The fall is dangerous; he was prepared for that. He wasn’t
expecting it to be so painful, though.
The adversaries rebound to the middle of the pipes, skid –
unable to find a hand- or foot-hold on the slippery wet metal,
crashing into the carb-steel undergirding the whole network.
Sassaki’s disarticulated body feels tormented; the taut, battered
ligaments in his shoulders ready to snap.
The Genetic falls back onto his belly with a huge splash, as
though he’d been slapped by a giant. His lungs are emptying
out, he can’t remember when he last drew breath – during the
fall, surely, he doesn’t know any more.
Quashing the suffering reverberating in his broken body, he
swims to a spot where he can stand. Jerking his left shoulder
back into place, he forces one arm to function again. The right
one won’t though, the joint is irrevocably dislocated.

Having lost his short sabre, the longer of the two is the only
one he has left. Ambidextrous, he can fight equally well with
either hand. That’s not a problem. The problem is his bruised
and battered pelvis and lost coordination.
He’ll only get one thrust.
He doesn’t spare a glance at the spell-binding beauty of the
covered canals buried beneath Mantris. The arches of this
other, subterranean, city, soar in graceful curves hewn directly
into the rock by indefatigable worker-robots directed by
architects who cared about beauty, concealed from all eyes
though it may be.
There beneath the city-continent reside the farms that fuel
everything, from the skyscrapers to the shareholder-citizens’
stomachs. The place was crawling with life, with its silvery fish
finning at the surface, its red crustaceans digging below, and
its long-haired algae exhaling the scents of silt and slime. A
bountiful fishpond, at the mercy of predators.
The current question is whether Sassaki too is about to
become grist for the recycling mill.
Eyes closed, other senses pricked up, he raises his
consciousness to its paroxysm. Niguana won’t let him leave,
not any more. Sabre held with a single hand, jutting straight
above his head like a stinger, he’s listening and waiting.
Around him, the water seems to go as still as his breath, as
peaceful as his mind. A smooth, unwrinkled bubble in the
middle of the lazy current.
Then he strikes.
The gesture is almost slow, and apparently pointless: the
mutant isn’t there. Illusion to chalk up to anticipation, for
Sassaki struck at the perfect moment: the sluggishness of his
attack compensated for by his adversary’s amazing speed.
The blade slices through Niguana’s abdomen, shredding his
entrails. Sassaki would have preferred to offer him a quick,

dignified death, but his thrust lacked the minute precision that
makes all the difference.
The mutant emerges halfway, writhing in pain, a shrill, harsh
cry pouring from its mouth. When it sinks back down,
overcome, Sassaki goes with it to put it out of its misery. As
the Genetic’s ears fill with liquid once again, and sounds
change tonality, Niguana’s pathetic screech turns into strident
screams that shred his eardrums.
He would be willing to swear on his honour that human
howls must have stripped Niguana’s senses every bit as much
as his own are currently under assault. And that ripping out
those larynxes was an instinctive, albeit deadly, reaction to
protect himself from the pain of the sound.
Through the martyrdom of his own hearing, above and
beyond the death throes in high C, Sassaki divines very human
consonances that provoke a surge of compassion.
He yanks the blade out of the poor creature’s stomach in
order to thrust it under its arm to reach its heart. Niguana
relaxes in his final spasm, a sign that he welcomes his own
death. Through his pupil-less eyes he gazes one last time upon
his hunter. His liberator.
Niguana would like to speak to him, to possess the very
larynx that tortured him when humans shouted. Then he
would be able to ask the human who is dealing him a death
blow to bring his children the inhibitors that would keep them,
too, from having to kill in order not to suffer. But his creators
refused him the gift of speech, leaving him only the agony of
words spoken by others.
When Niguana dies, his fist opens, releasing a small cloud of
medikids, low-dose bioosts usually meant for children.
Who was the mutant? What did they do to him in the Zoone?
Sassaki will refuse the Noria’s reward. He never wanted it,
but now even less than ever.

Having arrived at the end of their journey, far beyond the
outskirts of the city, the canals open onto the infinite sea
whose waves must go all the way around the planet before they
again find landfall… on the west coast of Arkhante. Apart
from the Savage Isles archipelago, Artellium is the only
continent above sea level. Revealing its elegant arcades, the
rising sun splashes the tunnel with amber.
Sassaki lets Niguana float on his back. With his good arm, he
brings the mutant’s hands together, and slides the long
nanofilament sabre beneath them as an offering to a worthy
warrior – far more honourable than the shozen, frightened by
their own demons, would ever have dreamed.
Two sabres, one lost in the pipes at the apex of the combat,
the other granted as a sign of respect. Sassaki feels freed from
emotion, centred once again, aligned with what he must be.
What he wants to represent.
With a gentle push, he helps the body drift toward the open
sea, a nobler and more welcoming tomb than a genomic
recycler would be. Sassaki sends him off on his final journey
with a prayer.
He is faithful to the Genetics by nature and by honour, but
he has never been complicit in their misguided ways.
Hybridization will lead to the loss of what’s most essential.
The mutant that fought to help its next of kin, to preserve a
future for his species has been a remarkable reminder of
that…

11
NEPHTYS

“What the bug am I doing here? The Ordinator’s title has
gone to his head! Why should I obey him, body and soul, in all
things and always?”
“That’s our mission, Madame Ambassador Shakti,” Kora
reminds her matter-of-factly.
“Our mission? Getting sent to live in exile with the hicks, you
call that a mission? The Ordi just wants to hold onto his job and
cover himself. He’s getting completely paranoid!”
“Correction: This is a human-intelligence operation being
carried out on the ground. Objective: Substituting for the
Noria’s dematerialized surveillance. The Ordinator summed
up his choice with these words, “Less software, more hard
work!”
Arching her eyebrows in surprise, Shakti turns to look at
Kora. Not for long – Kora knows that her entirely black and
abnormally damp eyes are intimidating mirrors that no one
wants to see themselves in for very long.
The ambassador turns away from her bodyguard and goes
back to saluting the flotilla accompanying her to Nephtys, the
Arkhantan capital.

“Am I mistaken, or did you imitate his voice just now?”
Shakti repeats her question more sternly when she doesn’t get
an answer. “You imitated the Ordinator’s voice, right?”
Kora wasn’t even aware of having activated her vocal cyber.
For the last few months, her peripherals had been turning
themselves on instinctively, autonomously. The phenomenon
had been getting worse since she had a pulse canon that
connected directly to her nervous system implanted in her left
arm. She was going to have to bring it up with the Noria’s
schemans…
“To remind you about his demands more persuasively…”
Kora said weakly.
“Well, shutting your little gob except to answer a direct order
is one of my demands now! Protect me from the witches and
mute yourself. You must be able to configure that in your
machine-body, right?”
Kora accepts the aggressive tone and coarse language
without batting an eyelid. The words hold anger but no threat
of physical violence; no action required, her sub-routines
advise.
The behaviour is intriguing though: which one is the real
Shakti: the ambassador who speaks with fluid erudition in high
society, or the woman who swears like a Nay-Dam in private?
Under ordinary circumstances, she would have analyzed
hundreds of clips of Shakti, whether she’d recorded them
herself or downloaded them from the network. But doing that
would require Kora to be connected to the Noria, and there’s
the rub. Now that she has arrived in Arkhante… she isn’t
connected any more.
The further they had got from Mantris, the more the warrior
had felt the network slipping away from her, as though
thousands of invisible filaments were being ripped from her
pores with a strange absence of pain. Nothing, not the slightest
sensation aside from a tsunami of questions and novelties. A

need to think for herself, a retreat into herself that is suddenly
a necessity.
Imperturbable behind her patchwork appearance of all four
techstyles, she didn’t bat an eyelash, like an admirable hightech statue. Barely modifying her hormonal cursors to facilitate
the transition.
Thinking things over, an answer to her question hovers
before Kora, as pared down as a line of code. Shakti’s true
nature is beside the point: she’s the client, full stop. The person
she has to protect with her own life. That is the mission the
Ordinator entrusted her with; he was crystal-clear about that.
And whatever the Ordinator bids her to do, she’ll do. ‘Til her
last breath.
To the east, far before them, the horizon is hemmed with a
strip of pink painted in watercolour over the dark mass of the
looming continent. Dawn is breaking. The rock staircase
leading to Nephtys is catching the sun’s first rays. Further
south, following the line of the earth, the flat black hue of the
sky is starting to lighten over a jumble of plains that are still
hard to distinguish. You can barely make out the glittering of
the Namani River’s bends and curves, gilded with the light
brush of the sun getting stronger.
The speedboat bringing the ambassador to the capital is
being escorted by dozens of Arkhantan boats – carracks, fluyts
and junks. The armada of wooden hulls and cotton sails is
keeping pace with the speedboat’s anti-cavitation engines. It’s
got a strong wind in its sails and favourable currents that oddly
– or not, Kora thinks to herself – seem to be slowing the
Mantri boat down.
Shakti is waving graciously at the Arkhantan sailors, while
making fun of them under her breath. Thanks to her
augmented audition, Kora hears them returning the favour.
If they’re smiling, it’s not to be welcoming, it’s because

they’re jeering at the absurdity of using such a large ship to
transport such a piddling cargo of a few humans.
Nephtys, which had been just a distant glow on the horizon,
has been growing gradually larger until it looms over the
Mantri delegation with all its height. Built into the side of the
cliff, in the middle of a waterfall that’s over a half a mile wide,
its stone and water grandeur is both magnificent and imposing.
As they approach the downstream port, Kora’s impressed
eyes are climbing, one by one, the seven levels that form an
oversized terrace with hanging gardens of a lushness
unequalled anywhere in Mantris. Aqueducts have been built
straight into the rock, and an outdated system of canal locks
connects the palace’s gilded domes.
The roar of the falls is omnipresent: the dull, powerful
purring of a feline that has eaten its fill and has now nodded
off. Kora’s aural implants have automatically filtered the
matching frequency out, freeing up her hearing from the noise
of the falls, the better to perceive what she feels are more
pertinent sounds beneath through it.
At the base of the falls, the sun is now playing with splashes
of morning mist. It looks like a mischievous flounce from a
wedding gown, bedecked with lace trimming and shimmering
mother-of-pearl, twirling to a waltz tune only it can here.
“It’s so damp it’s a nightmare,” Shakti sneers, a smile
plastered on her face. “And those waterfalls are making so
much noise! Have our urban planners never thought to
provide them with anechoic filters?”
At the dock, the ambassador is greeted by representatives of
the Sculpted Throne. The welcoming committee is exactly half
magi and half nobles. Telling them apart is easy: the nobles
wear fabrics that would cost a pretty token in Mantris, while
the magi are tattooed with glyphs of exceptional graphic
elegance.

In a long gown cinched by a corset, Shakti craftily chose the
opposite of simplicity. Having tried various options for the
adaptive fabric, she went with off-white and ebony-hued
leather – although she did complain about “wasting all that
money on black and white.”
With irreproachable distinction, the ambassador switches
between greetings and pleasantries. She praises the beauty of
the capital city, admires the pleasantly dry and surprisingly
quiet atmosphere – it’s true that, oddly, the ambient noise has
vanished, to the point that Kora’s filters turned themselves off
as soon as she disembarked.
Honora, a Water magus with a flamboyant head of red hair,
explains – with just a touch of condescension – that powerful
spells, rituals and incantations conjured and chanted by
hundreds of diviners, are what keep Nephtys so pleasant.
While the diplomats are performing their little song and
dance, Kora has been discreetly observing the guards escorting
them. Armour incised with complex runes, swords with
engraved sheaths, tattoos covering the back of their hands all
the way down to the first phalanx of their fingers… Magic is
omnipresent on them, too.
Kora can’t help wondering how the other guards perceive
her. Like them – probably even more so, actually – her body is
tattooed. Like them, she has an entire arsenal available to her
her, one that has been optimized via technology that is
intimately part of her and that no opponent could ever take
from her.
The difference between her and them is that Kora never
chose to be a guard. The decision to turn her into a war
machine was made for her.
“I daren’t suggest taking the funicular, Ambassador. The ride
has a reputation for being… bone-shaking.”
“Really, Diviner Honora? Did you not just boast to me about
how Water runes make Nephtys so pleasant?”

“Indeed, but the tramway is ruled by the arkhome of Fire…”
The sudden sense of unease in the Arkhantan delegation puts
Kora in a state of alert. Honora and Shakti exchange
venomous smiles. The ambassador still seems affable,
although a sudden stiffening in her shoulders – visible to a
practised eye through the tension in the pleats of her dress,
betrays her true feelings.
The ambassador turns towards an emaciated magus, whose
thinness is exacerbated by how long his limbs are compared to
his torso. His fake smile and the strawberry-blond hair
standing up on his head make him look like a depraved
firebrand.
“Sorcerer Ethell, is the funicular as spectacular as they say?”
“It’s not for the squeamish, that much is true.”
“Shall we meet on the Palace promenade?” the
ambassador suggests.
“As you wish,” the nobles accept with relief. “May the ride
be… restorative!”
Kora’s sensors had picked up signs of stress amongst the
nobles – heart rate speeding up, pupils dilating, body
temperature rising. It seems that Shakti must have sensors too;
why else would she have offered the nobles a chance to avoid
the funicular? How else would she have known?
The ambassador heads off in the direction indicated, with
Ethell in her wake.
“Hot potato,” the crusty mage mutters on his way past
Honora, who doesn’t come with them.
At the far end of the dock, an archaic railway connects
Nephtys’s seven levels. Metal cars with blown-glass windows,
topped by smokestacks spitting sparks, climb up the cliff face.
The funicular takes so many sharp turns that it might throw
Kora’s sensory gyroscopes out of whack.

It promises to be an epic ride. As soon as you step on board,
the number of straps hanging from sturdy looking bars to hold
on to is eloquent.
With a soot-blackened face, a magus in a leather apron
welcomes them from her booth at the back of the vehicle.
“Welcome to the P’tite Ferta. Where are you headed?” “To the
Palace, express,” Ethell replies.
The driver just nods her head, any words pronounced lost in
a formidable sneeze. Kora is surprised to see small flames
bursting from her nostrils.
The sorceress goes back to her furnace, rubbing her hands
together vigorously. With bare hands, she opens the
burninghot door, then with a flick of her fingers, reignites the
safety flame. Air and water are drawn in through the vents,
fusing in a tumultuous puff of steam that swirls through the
hearth she snaps shut.
“Hold on tight!”
The funicular takes off like a rocket. A high-velocity missile
would be more accurate.
Shakti isn’t fast enough; it takes Kora’s best reflexes – luckily,
her gyroscopes are still working – to catch her before she gets
slammed into the far wall. Hanging onto her bodyguard rather
than the handles, the livid ambassador doesn’t even have the
wherewithal to scream.
They shoot to the top of Nephtys, swaying madly to the
whims of the engine. The dangerously vibrating floorboards
bang at every rail change with the staccato of a kinetic
airdefence turret. The outside air whooshes in through the
slightest interstice, so cold and damp that its like ocean spray
on a ship in heavy weather.
A surprising scent of meatloaf is wafting from the crackling
fire. When she turns around, Kora sees the driver casually
heating up her snack, as though it were a sacrilege not to take
advantage of the furnace’s heat.

Kora is almost disappointed when the journey ends, so
enchanted was she by the experience. Shakti steps out of the
vehicle immediately, somewhat wobbly, but still dignified. The
fresh air and light mist that the spells didn’t catch quickly bring
the colour back to her cheeks.
“This country makes me feel sick,” the ambassador grumbles
as she steps off to the side with a sudden desire to bring up her
last meal.
Kora, on the other hand, feels invigorated. She loved it. It’s
only the second time in a great while that she has felt so human.
∩ AIssistant, priority routine
∩ Serotonin superior to the alpha threshold. Triggering the
“Strange Valley” program.
∩ Search the meta-mnesy for comparable levels.
Kora is surprised that the memory-reconstitution program
has launched here and now. Although… She did just feel an
unexpected flash of raw joy.
She has been subjected to so many modifications that her
memories hardly belong to her any more. Nor does the rest of
her existence, for that matter. Despite everything, she clings to
the idea that the seed of her origins is still curled up tight,
somewhere deep inside her memory’s memories. If that’s true,
that seed has to be hope, it has to be a moment that’s not tragic.
She’s betting on the idea that serotonin, the happiness
neurotransmitter, can guide her to the place where that seed is
so deeply buried.
Her hopes on that score are pretty slim: in ten years of trying,
the sub-routine has yet come up with anything conclusive. But
she’s dying to find out where she comes from, where the roots
of the inextricable forest of implants that her body has become
actually lie.
She lets the program run as a background task and focuses
her attention on the main square of Nephtys. A grand
ceremony to celebrate Arkhante’s victory at the Appologium

is going to start soon. The huge crowd gathering in the shade
of the Malkah’s Palace on the other side of the huge esplanade
is quite impressive.
Impressive, and potentially dangerous, too.
Shakti senses the danger too – unless she’s just worn out. In
any case, she takes Ethell’s long, skinny arm with a complicit
smile.
“I can’t wait to see the curiosities of the Palace of Nephtys,
my dear sir.”
“You don’t want to wait for the rest of the delegation,
Ambassador?”
“We took the express, why waste the time saved?”
The sorcerer and the ambassador walk through the crowd,
surrounded by an honour guard of a half a dozen soldiers who
took the funicular with them. Kora walks slightly behind the
ambassador, ready to pounce at the slightest threat. She needs
every ounce of her usual paranoia not to give in to the joyful,
good-natured atmosphere all around her.
In Mantris, a metaverse created specifically for the event and
able to welcome millions of shareholder-citizen personae
wanting to party would have been opened in the blink of an
eye.
Arkhante needed three days to gather its people. This
civilization clearly doesn’t have the same relationship to time
as Mantris does.
The square is filled with ecstatic city dwellers, carrousels of
fresh flowers bursting right out of the cobblestones, typical
smells and dishes, whose names Ethell rattles off at high
speed… like Windy Valley’s Breath, whose delightful scent you
can’t catch until you’ve bitten into it, he points out.
Children are playing at whipping each other’s hair around by
blowing at each other from ten feet away – cloud kids of the
Air element, Ethell explains, blasé. Others are getting in the

way of craftspeople repairing a fountain; while masons regouge
the faulty rune, the kids throw barely formed ice cubes at each
other; like a variation on a snowball fight.
Street performers pair their talents: while the ones bring
driftwood creatures to life, the others set them alight, granting
them even greater verisimilitude as living beings. Gawkers
applaud a curtsying pachyderm that is stunningly realistic. An
elderly man begins mumbling when an ember-eyed, torchchested dragons takes flight, praying for it not to set fire to the
city.
In the midst of the densely packed crowd, Kora is observing
two botanists, who must be from the Nature arkhome, as they
attempt to outdo each other’s creativity. As one makes an
apricot tree blooming with boat-shaped flowers spring from a
lump of dirt, the other draws forth a magno-vine dripping with
lotus blossoms. The speed at which the plants grow is almost
worrisome.
Kora cautiously hurries the ambassador away from the plants,
just as Light soothsayers – easily recognizable thanks to the
prism they flaunt on their chests, ask to see the botanists’
permits for magifying in public.
Shakti, Ethell and Kora finally make it to the other side of
the square. Behind a row of guards in dress uniform, the
palace’s slender architecture soars higher than the crest of the
waterfall. Columns of crystal-clear water pour out from giant
aqueducts and are then distributed through myriad canals
towards the hanging gardens and the thermal baths, where
wisps of steam rise above their basins.
Kora briefly wonders how those aqueducts can withstand
flood conditions – until she remembers that Nephtys is
protected by magic.
∩ AIssistant, priority routine. ∩
∩ The “Strange Valley” program has found a match.
Broadcasting…

Kora freezes, dumbstruck by the news.
Dumbstruck by the power of the memory.
There’s absolutely nothing happy about it.
She’s standing up, eyes stinging, nose running, lips trembling.
She has a terrible headache.
The Ordinator is kneeling on one leg in front of her. That
way, he can look her straight in the eye. She’s only six years old.
“Look at me,” he says gently.
Then he forces her to do it, raising her head with one finger
placed softly beneath her chin. Kora is still having trouble
taking her eyes off of her uncle, who is lying on the ground
with his neck bent at such an odd angle. Androids from the
Matricial Guard, the Noria’s own security agents, are buzzing
around him.
“Look at me, Kora. You’re going to come with me, ok? I’m
going to take care of you, don’t worry. But first I want to make
one thing very clear: you are a little girl like any other, with her
whole life before her, do you hear me? You are a human being,
and definitely not a robot.”
Kora feels like crying, but she can’t. If her eyes are stinging,
it’s not from crying, it’s because her uncle has ripped them out.
She has polymorphous robot sensors now; their dendrites have
colonized her irises, engulfed her eyeballs and are painfully
climbing her optic nerves. It stings horribly. Rubbing her eyes
doesn’t make it go away. In fact, if anything, it makes it
worse…
Nephtys, the Malkah’s Palace, protecting Ambassador
Shakti… Kora snaps back to the present reality in a painless,
emotional, transition-less return.
She doesn’t feel a thing. The void she’s facing isn’t solid, like
the one on the speedboat leaving Mantris. This time it’s an
impalpable, insipid void. Her sensors announce a flat, even
electrocardiogram. She is nothing but calm; a cold, arid
expanse of calmness. For years she’s been chasing after a

memory in hopes of finally feeling something, and a ride in a
silly funicular created a greater sensation. She doesn’t even
really understand the reminiscence she just experienced. So her
uncle died while he was giving her so many implants he was
turning her into a robot. So what?
It ought to be important, but she doesn’t really see why. That
anaesthetized humanity deep inside her is the crux of the
problem. It’s what motivates her search for her roots.
She does understand one thing, though, something that has
imprinted itself with high-resolution clarity on her mind.
Before sending them here, the Ordinator had insisted on the
importance of a human intelligence-gathering network.
Human.
He had looked her right in the eye when he emphasized the
word. Not Shakti. Her.
Her loyalty to the Ordinator is important to her. More than
that even, it’s… a priority.
As their group walks through the tree-shaded cloister that
the palace opens onto, Kora discreetly releases her insectoid
drones.
+++
Ever since she became Malkah, Solis has felt trapped.
Although ironically, she is less confined by her title than by
time.
Since she ascended to the throne, every moment seems to
mock her by stretching on indefinitely.
Whether it’s a lunch, a stroll or any other everyday activity,
they all seem to drag on and on. The same thing goes for
conversation: they have to be preceded by long introductions
that are basically just a bombastic series of titles. The
spontaneity and appeal of the unexpected get completely

bogged down in protocol: rinsed and beaten like laundry in the
wash house.
And what about this interminable Council meeting? The
dynastic lords and ladies, the same who, just three days earlier,
were seated behind her in the Royal Box and betting on her
defeat, are now gathered around her once again. They haven’t
changed their tune: criticism sugar-coated in false deference,
doubts about her ability to reign, barely veiled insinuations and
more.
A few welcome differences have emerged however.
For one thing, the dynastics aren’t physically present. Thanks
to Light’s panoptics – magical portals that allow someone to
be present in two places at once – the leaders can speak to her
from their respective territories, which they returned to as
soon as the Appologium ended. You would think that they
were right there in front of the Malkah, but their silhouettes
are mere images that Solis could put her hand through without
encountering the slightest resistance. An image that she could
switch off if she so fancied.
Another difference: here in the audience room dripping with
gold leaf, whose broad windows face the splendid hanging
gardens, she is seated facing them. So she can look them in the
eye to emphasize what she has to say. Because she has no
desire whatsoever to let them get the upper hand.
“You’ve no one to blame but yourselves,” she tosses out to
the spellbound dynastics. I wouldn’t have had to use up the
diplomatic favour if you had ratified the amnesty for NayDams at the time of my accession to the throne.”
“If I may, Your Grace,” Gon-Smit, the dynastic lady of
Herculanum – an 80-year-old dowager countess whom
everyone fears might be immortal – is brave enough to
interject, “our refusal has no bearing on the matter at hand.”
“Are you so sure?”

Apathetic until then, the royal phoenix, symbol of power,
flutters its flamboyantly plumed wings, whose purple hue
matches the Malkah’s irises. Without noticing the warning,
Gon-Smit goes on, “The new regent traditionally reserves
amnesty for the nobility.”
“To rebuild alliances in cases where the succession took
place in murky conditions. You have already pointed that out.”
“Then you should understand that the measure can not in
any case be applied to commoners.”
That dynastics have already told her that, too, Solis thinks to
herself with a tolerant smile, as though a child had asked a silly
question. She swallows her disdain in order to go on in a polite
tone of voice.
“But insofar as the Appologium rescinds those restrictions,
I am free to define them as I wish, is that not so?”
“Indeed, indeed,” Rod of Sahla, a portly man with a thin
circle of beard, intervenes. “Nevertheless, we regret that it was
twisted for a measure so far removed from Arkhante’s interests.
The population is grumbling, your Grace.”
“Is that so?”
With a gesture, Solis orders a window to be opened. She lets
the conversation fall silent in order to allow the festive sounds
to fill the room.
In one corner, an Air magus raises his eyes towards the
moulding on the ceiling. Palm up, he creates a bow by placing
the tip of his middle finger beneath the tip of his thumb.
Flicking the finger out, he projects a burst of air as sharp as a
dart towards the ceiling. Satisfied he takes up a neutral position
once again, hands crossed behind his back.
“As for me,” Solis goes, “I would hazard that the people will
go along with my determination to get back the Solon territory,
which has been lost since the War.

“It was not just ‘lost’,” Your Grace, Alokah of Orcunion
reminds her. “It was pummelled beyond all hope of
regeneration. It is not for nothing that it is referred to as the
Rift now.”
“I have not forgotten that,” my good lord. “Nor have I
forgotten that the Nay-Dams went by a different name before
the Heroes’ War. They were Arkhantans, like you and I.”
Solis stands up and is followed by the dynastic lords and
ladies. Her dress falls over her bare legs in a rustling of cloth.
The Malkah’s violet eyes, emphasized with nothing more than
a line of kohl, stare her audience down defiantly. At this precise
moment, she clearly has the upper hand.
And then… and then something unforeseen occurs… She
senses it coming a moment or two before it happens, because
of a sudden compression of air in the room. Through the open
window, three little tots are blown into the meeting on a vortex
of wind. Barely five years old, they hover like adorable
dragonets before landing at the Malkah’s feet.
Is it a dare? A prank? A trap? Ruby steps closer, hands on
her sickles; Ronan draws his bow. Solis raises her hand to bid
them to refrain.
Blithely oblivious to the threat they have been exposed to,
the children open their pudgy fists to reveal a few seeds that
they hand to Solis, who is caught off guard and doesn’t know
how to react. She follows her instinct and accepts them with
open hands. Instantly, the seeds sprout and begin to grow.
A white rose is rising from her right hand, the stem twirling
tightly around her wrist, stabbing her with its thorns. Drops of
blood fall. She doesn’t let the pain show. In her left hand, a
pomegranate develops puckered skin that makes it look like a
hand grenade.
The well-behaved babes look adorable as they wait for a
reward, seemingly unaware of both the pain that the stunning

flower brought or the sarcastic symbolism of the fruit. Were
they manipulated?
Eyes bright, Solis hesitates. She is charmed by the sight of
the trio of tots who look as pleased as punch to have gotten so
close to the Malkah: they could be three shy, abashed ravixes
hoping for hugs. At the same time, her senses have been
alerted to a disdainful vibration of hatred that is sweeping
thickly across the room and targeting her.
The double whammy of waves is destabilising, she feels
fragmented. With some difficulty, she pulls the rose off of her
wrist and hugs the little tots, in a gesture that is both charming
and childlike. What it is not, however, is queenly: it’s too
natural, too spontaneous! Touching, granted, but as juvenile as
could be for a gaze accustomed to courtly manners. An asyetunidentified mind with malicious intent just scored a few
points by revealing – in the midst of a diplomatic sword fight
– the innocence within her that is so incompatible with power.
Facing the Malkah, the Council has turned into a panoply of
pinched lips and quivering eyelids, blatant signs of their pure
disdain for the scene that has just taken place.
Solis tries to pick up where she left off. She has ValRed
escort the children out and forces herself to concentrate and
to save face. What had she been talking about again? Oh, yes,
the Rift.
“What grieves me, Sire Orcunion, is your lack of faith in the
magic of our lands. Prana will return to the Rift, as it always
has.”
“I beg your pardon, Your Grace, but Solon has never been
bathed in magic. Knowing that you are keen on history books,
I will assume that you have read Lith Agram’s treatise attesting,
with irrefutable rigour, to the fact that the eighth arkhome is
nought but a myth. Let alone that the land has since been
corrupted by its proximity to Mantris. I am only repeating the

conclusions of wiser men than I: the Rift holds no interest for
Arkhante.
“None? Do you realize what you are saying?”
Orcunion would never have dared to be so insolent in her
actual presence. That is one of the downsides of this means of
communication: the distance perniciously instils a sense of
security, without having to answer for it. The dynast is clearly
also taking advantage of the little tots’ destabilising effect –
which might well mean that he was the one behind it?
Solis slowly lays her hands over her bosom to conceal the
deep breath she’s taking. She’s trying to re-establish her own
inner harmony, to encapsulate and curtail her anger, the way
Hannibal taught her to.
Her voice is calm when she replies. As calm as a criscat
feigning sleep before pouncing on its prey.
“If that were the case, Orcunion, I would have been wrong
to confront the Ordinator over his wish to extract minerals
from the deposits in the Rift. I would have been wrong to
prevent a new assault by creating a buffer zone between
Mantris and Arkhante. I would have been acting frivolously by
preparing the Nay-Dams’ return amongst their brethren, our
people.”
Solis steps down from the tribune where her throne is placed
to stand directly before Alokah, whose spectral skin seems to
have blanched even further.
“Is that what you are insinuating, Lord?”
“Please forgive me, Your Grace. I had not grasped the
clairvoyance of your scheming.”
Solis realizes instantly that she has blundered. Again. The
panoptic light wavered briefly. In wanting to impose herself,
she has created an enemy rather than an ally. Even her father
had taught her that much: ruling through fear hastens the end
of brutal reigns.

She sweeps her eyes slowly around, drawing the rest of the
Council back in and re-establishing concord.
“I have not forgotten how precious your advice has been.
Without you, I would have wasted a costly Arkhantan amnesty
instead of getting the shareholder-citizens to pay. I will have a
chance to thank you personally during the tour of the
territories that I am preparing, as you all know.
“In the meantime, I have been keeping the new Mantri
ambassador waiting. I will enjoy handing her the bill. If you
will excuse me.”
The barb stuck in Mantris’s flank doesn’t mollify the
dynastic lords as much as she would have wished, but at
least it allows her to end the meeting on a martial note. Solis
senses that the eruption of the tots was too revealing,
exposing her incompressible kindness. That she has to grow
a shell, learn to wall herself in, to become insensitive stone
in response to certain assaults.
As she is heading towards the door through rippling bows,
she stops in front of the Air magician who caught her eye
earlier. Wordlessly, he opens his hand and shows her the
miniscule Mantri machine nestled there. An espionage device
disguised as an insect.
“Allow me,” Solis says, picking up the damaged drone. “I
will give it back to the ambassador myself.”
She’s a quick study: having a compromising element to
destabilize your interlocutor is an invaluable asset in any
negotiation. The surprise worked marvellously well with the
Ordinator, it should hit the bull’s eye once again with this
Shakti person that Mantris has sent.
On her way to the Ambassadors’ reception room, Solis
entertains herself with thinking up ways to bring up the
artificial insect. She’ll probably say something like,
“Ambassador, let me give you back your earring, you seem to
have lost it in the Council Room.”

She isn’t expecting much from this audience, except a chance
to gauge the new ambassador. A sense of what she’s worth will
allow her to know how seriously the Ordinator intends to
honour the spirit of the favour.
The dynasts are opposed to her idea of reintegrating the Rift
into the kingdom of Arkhante – no surprise there. But the real
question is how the average Arkhantan will feel about it. She
likes to think they’ll be on her side. But she has to stay
coolheaded: she hasn’t exactly earned carte blanche from the
people yet.
Solis has to admit the truth: she wishes she were already on
her way to her next appointment, reverberating with the crowd
packed in front of the palace to celebrate Arkhante’s victory at
the Appologium. Tradition demands that she should pay
tribute, in person and in public, to those who triumphed in the
arena. It’s the ideal opportunity to present her project and to
observe the crowd’s reaction to it.
As well as a chance to see Aurelius again.
A chance for her to try to pierce the mystery enshrouding
him. To try to figure out what role he will play in her own
future.
To decide how much room she will grant him.

12.1
AMBER & UMBRAGE

As she’s waiting in the wings of the Palace before appearing
on the royal balcony, Solis can hear and sense festive
reverberations coming from the streets of Nephtys. But soon
those sensations aren’t enough for her, and she can’t resist
taking a peek through the curtains of a window facing the
Grand Plaza.
The celebration of Arkhante’s victory at the Appologium is
in full swing.
Fire-handlers shoot exploding blossoms towards a sky
studded with hot-air balloons, their concert of detonations
blending in with the muffled pulsations of xylophones and the
city’ great bells. The ground is throbbing so, you would think
it is alive: a great clay mouth whose chuckling is making the
crowd stumble.
Mischievous kids wriggle between mugicians’ wands and
shivering strings, turning the beards of sleeping old men into
tufts of grass and covering flying kite-yacht sails with moss
from the Savage Isles. Leaning around nonchalantly, teenagers
chat silently, water bubbles hanging from their teeth. Then
they toss the bubbles from one side of the square to the other,
soaking their friends in two-bit jokes.

On the edges of the festivities, granite people make quick
portraits with their naked hands, troubadours pour out rivers
of rhymes and slip paper windmills into children’s hair.
Ephemeral sculptures with autumn-leaf patterns come to life
under whirlwinds puffed out by mantair rays, iridescent
raindrops fall like garnet petals on the stone slabs of the square,
and, in the middle of the crowd, metal golems make passersby blush with their waggish squeaking. Even the magi of Light
and Umbrage, who are usually more discreet, entertain
themselves by making rainbows or giving passers-by a startling
second shadow.
Magi know how to make themselves appreciated.
While divergences remain, today the entire kingdom is
vibrating to the same joyful note, arkhomes are getting
conjugated in the present, rather than imperfect, tense.
Everywhere is laughter, fun and games, and wonderment. Eyes
flutter from one marvel to the next. Bloody conflicts and
longstanding feuds have been temporarily dissolved in the
city’s gushing fountains.
The Malkah, still hidden behind the heavy curtains, is
savouring each measure of this rare and precious score. She
reads the harmony as a sign; she steeps herself in it, and vows
to make every day this special for her people.
Suddenly, the Flamelan – the legendary instrument of Fire –
resounds outside the window, indicating that the time has
come. With intense serenity lodged deep inside her pupils,
Solis steps towards the balcony.
Her appearance is greeted with an outpouring of carillons
and steam whistles. Four fiery concert artists blow on the
immense instrument’s four braziers, activating the Flamelan’s
complex ardent-air mechanisms, making its hammers pound
on anvils, keeping the beat to guide a blown-glass mobile’s
crystalline solo. The flames shooting from the instrument are
making the golden sequins of the Malkah’s ceremonial cape

glint. She’s glittering, and all eyes are now on her and her alone.
Anyone can tell: the fun-fair sounds have yielded to
thunderous applause.
Now that’s what you call a grand entrance.
Above the queen, animated shadows are recreating the most
epic moments from the victorious Appologium three days
before. Even softened by the dark nuances, Aurelius’s bloody
apotheosis is obvious to everyone, including children. The
effect is striking, breath-taking even… then a sudden
explosion of hurrahs is triggered when the tenebrous
champion brandishes his fist in victory.
While the young Malkah is waving gracefully to the crowd,
Brinhold – the opal drak, the royal family’s famous chromatic
steed – soars over the palace. Vast is the span of his leather
wings… so vast that the sun is briefly eclipsed. Then suddenly
and without warning, the formidable creature drops like a rock
towards the shocked crowd, grazing it with the wind from a
beat of its wings. Just over their raised heads, the beast inhales
with a forge-like breath that sucks hats into the air and musses
hairdo’s. In the time it takes for a second breath, the drak has
vanished behind the palace roofs.
People stare at each other, dumbfounded, suspended,
voiceless. Then smiles and laughter chase away their stunned
astonishment, and joyful enthusiasm bursts out.
“LONG LIVE THE MALKAH!”
More than just an ovation, it is a triumph.
Solis has been waiting and hoping for this moment of
recognition and communion for so long that she wants to
make the most of it, to soak up every bit of sound, to drink in
the euphoria it’s procuring her to the last drop. She displays
herself completely and unhesitatingly to her people’s gaze,
without even attempting to share the attention with the
Arkhantan heroes and heroines who actually deserve the
applause more than she.

Like the desperate people who seek oblivion in the desert of
Massada, like lovers who quench their thirst from the lips of
their beloved, Solis craves these moments of one-ness with the
Arkhantans. She cherishes them: rare and brief though they
may be, they still help wipe away the dynasts’ authoritarian,
disillusioned aridity.
In terms of staging, she gets a ten out of ten. Her long,
seven-ringed braid – one of each of Arkhante’s colours –
reasserts her title. Her gown, whose folds are so complex that
it had to be sewn onto her, bares her shoulders with daring
elegance, striking a perfect balance between youth and
selfconfidence. The ivy and other climbing plants twirling
around the balcony evoke the coat-of-arms of Nephtys, in
which nobility and magic work together under the authority of
the Sculpted Throne. In the midst of that carefully thoughtout decor, she is the convergence point of all power.
She is legitimate.
Solis eclipses the distinguished group on the balcony
alongside her. With the exception of Aurelius, whose savage
achievement brought him instant fame, the arena’s other
survivors hardly seem to exist.
Even the Primi, the highest representatives of each form of
magic, see their glow dimmed by the Malkah’s overwhelming
presence. Tumul, granite-faced, muddied complexion, brows
bushy with contained wisdom, a cubic rock in perpetual
metamorphosis suspended over his head; Veliva, whose long,
diaphanous gown conceals her feet floating above the floor
like a djinn of the air, white hair forming a silky globe that
flutters at the slightest breath; Calyps, an androgynous-faced
albino whose silhouette seems to ripple slightly, as elegant as a
dragonfly and as mysterious as a shadow passing over the
surface of a lake; Sylaë, earth-toned tunic with leather thongs,
and the curious gaze of a doe on the lookout for danger – the
comparison is all the more striking in that a pair of antlers

grows from her brow, poking through her autumnal-hued hair;
Sarash, the indomitable warrior with glowing-ember eyes –
literally – who fearlessly displays the healed burns over half of
her face: as fascinating for their strange beauty as they are
terrifying for the pain they evoke; Shado the saturnine, whose
portrait can be painted in just a few words: average height;
plain, dark clothes; face concealed by a deep hood – but if one
were to attempt to describe the aura radiating from him, words
would not suffice.
But none of those masters of the magical arts can hold a
candle to the Malkah on this stage. She is even making it
possible to momentarily forget the absence of the Primus of
Light. She died in the War, and has never been replaced since.
The uproar gradually turns into an acclamation, before
sinking to a murmur, then sudden silence. The time has come
for the traditional speech, a rhetorical exercise in which the late
Malek Tornhil proved himself to be as talented as a general
galvanizing his troops. Solis might well squander the moment
through lack of experience and youth.
The silence stretches into an interminable span in which her
nervously expectant audience’s odd shout or rare,
uncontrollable cough fade weakly away.
An overawed page treads across the balcony, bringing the
Malkah a pair of long, sparkling gloves. She puts them on with
queenly care. Her forearms now scintillating diamonds, Solis
turns to face a platform that glides towards her, bringing a
nameless piano-harp, the instrument of the late Legendary
One of Light.
Because she is about to briefly replace the missing Primus,
the seven magi will be reunited for the first time since the
century has made one fifth of a rotation of the wheel of its
years. Symbolic though it may be, the reunion is truly poignant.
Initiated by the upset victory at the Appologium, Arkhante’s
renaissance is taking on a new dimension.

From impatient, the silence grows religious.
Solis takes her place before the instrument whose frame is
composed of several prisms that are deformed like sculpted
glass. The structure diffracts, refracts and diffuses the
surrounding light. Above the glass keyboard – which is wider
than the armspan accessible to a single human – an array of
beams of light mime the strings of a harp.
The seconds that precede the first notes seem to be frozen
in space and time.
And then she begins to play.
It’s a low vibration at first: the furthest limit of the audible.
A sound that is seen rather than heard. That is the particularity
of Light: of all the arkhomes, it is the only one that’s
synesthetic, that awakens the ear via the intervention of the eye.
Solis’s concert is a many-splendored, colourful silence, a
spectacle of light whose sound can be divined by its brilliance,
sensed rather than heard, an underground vibration that plays
hide-and-seek with people’s emotions.
On the esplanade, in the streets lush with greenery, under
garden arbours, within the water of cascades… The
reverberations of Solis’s music reach everywhere that radiance
can slip in. Traveling with the ubiquity and instantaneity of
light, it touches everyone as far as the eye can see, and even
beyond, at exactly the same moment.
The audience is struck by this primary, primal pulsation. A
distant echo rising from their ancestral past, their deepest
origins, the roots of existence. A muffled quaking, inaudible,
but impossible to ignore. One that soothes and reassures,
evoking renewal and the promise of the future. The long, silent
notes bring to mind an image of rockworms, those creatures
of the Earth that maintain the Prana like a gardener keeping
the ground fertile.
Solis moves up the keyboard to play a different range.

From infrasound, the frequency rises to an ultrasound that
makes bodies vibrate, shaking the fluids that human bodies are
steeped in. The water molecules enter into resonance with the
ever-more spirited melody Solis is playing. Every drop of sweat,
saliva and blood suddenly remembers the eternal rotation its
waters have cycled through, from clouds to oceans, from
fossils to new-borns, from one end of space and time to the
other. The memory of Argonath, master of the oceans and
grand architect of underwater worlds, whose furious tempests
terrify, but who is soothed by gentle rain. Paternal and
maternal, eternal ocean indivisible from Mother Earth.
Then suddenly the air itself is vibrating with microscopic
shivers, spreading far in endless, eternal waves. Under its
impetus, the crowd suddenly goes into a trance. They were
already moved before, now they are moving in concentric
waves, carried away by the luminous silence. A shiver, as light
as Nephesh on white-sky days, runs through thousands of
spines, even those of the most sceptical. It is the breath they
needed to re-inflate the desire for communion that has been
too long forgotten.
Solis, whose whole body is shivering, accelerates the
rhythm even more, in a way that makes that awesome
achievement seem natural and easy. Carried away by the
notes, she winds up nearly floating with her eyes halfclosed. She yields to them, letting technique evaporate,
leaving only the salt of pure panache in place.
The gloves she’s wearing are made from the sloughed-off
skin of Lify, the Legendary One of Light, an exceptionally rare
material that the Primus and its five Arkhonts cut their veils of
revelation from. That skin is indispensable for making the
harp’s luminous strings vibrate. If the gloves had not been
entrusted to her, the instrument would have remained mute.

With one hand still on the keyboard, Solis raises the other to
cut the beam from one string of the light harp, which instantly
diffracts the spectrum, splashing the scene with colours.
Everyone’s inner fire is gradually kindled, boiling and
transpiring through their bodies, fusing the entire audience
into one being, braiding its tens of thousands of individuals to
make a single, kaleidoscopic whole: united, the population of
Arkhante is drawing its strength from the wealth and diversity
of that blend. Baram, the Legendary One lying dormant in the
volcanos of Herculanum, glows even redder beneath Solis’s
concert of light.
Taking on ever more breadth and volume, her performance
exceeds the visible spectrum, entering the field beyond colour,
even more captivating than the violent of Solis’s eyes. It’s a
risky move, but that’s where the natural sap that is to the living
what Prana is to magic lies: a source of both power and hope.
Paragon of the untamed life, Olisol receives the call deep
inside the Forest of Orcunion. He emerges from the marl with
earthy dust streaming from him. Trunks bond to weave rooty
muscles for him, the soft ground adds flesh to his wooden
skeleton, vines spread to make him a shiny skin. Brow crowned
with foliage, Olisol raises his imposing head and bellows from
a maw as wide as a cave to finally bring sound to that concert
of silence.
Olisol’s note spreads across the whole scale, resounding
more like a cry of pain than a shout of enthusiasm. A wrong
note, an awkward pause that throws off their united breath.
The virtuoso slips up for the first time. It’s only a slight
mistake, a pinch too much salt that spoils an arrangement, an
imperceptible drip-drip-drip that makes a musical ear itch, a
breeze just a touch too cool for a pleasant stroll, a fire with one
too many downdrafts of eye-stinging smoke for the friends
gathered around the fireplace... Nothing that could ruin the
memory of a lovely moment, nothing that can hamper the flow

of the melody, nothing that will snap them back from ecstasy.
But three nothings that aren’t sweet still create a slight
bitterness…
Destabilized, Solis entrusts herself to the muses and
becomes one with the instrument. Her arms are graceful
swan’s necks; her body, a vine, her fingers, darting fireflies.
Every ounce of that combined grace will be needed for her to
go out on a high note.
For the moment of Umbrage has arrived. The elusive
arkhome that nests at the highest vibration, at the end of path
that you might think was a dead end, although that isn’t the
case. Like Nox, its Legendary One, composed of darkness and
death, the passage is both fearsome and necessary in order to
discover the moment that comes after.
Exalted by the euphoria of the concert itself and of her
people’s profound attention, Solis believes herself capable of
taking on the most difficult vibratory field any artist, even the
most experienced one, can attempt: the notcht. The
counterwave, the one that sometimes comes together and
others, slips away.
The notcht consumes the vibration, anaesthetizes it,
vampirizes it from within, bites into it, swallows it whole. The
counter-wave demands constant counterfeiting, reinventing
from a caper, a note, a secret effect… Otherwise, it turns itself
off, becomes dead weight and the whole construction
collapses or implodes.
Solis believes she can overcome the obstacle thanks to her
talent, her native vivacity and youthful energy. She believes
that she is shielded from the darkness of umbrage. But she’s
mistaken. Wrong, naively wrong.
She’s not ready…
Bringing umbrage back into fashion requires knowing
yourself down to your most beautiful flaws; to your entrails,
your cracks; your fiercest, most cloistered and bloodiest

demons. Not to grab them by the throat and throttle them, but
to recognize them, accept them, and love them. To make them
your own without judgement or fear.
But it’s too late.
Since Solis doesn’t know herself yet, her innocence fossilizes
her brio, drowns out her talent, muffles the notes, bakes them
at low heat, withering the concert’s splendour.
The time it takes to play one scale, the Malkah’s fingers skip
across the glass keys mechanically, like an automaton, leading
her to a vibratory desert where she seems to be wandering,
haggard. The melody is limping, the piano-harp rings out
without vibrating, the concert is just a shadow of what it was.
Still playing, Solis looks up from her instrument, lost,
desperate, hopeless. Ashamed of herself for having displayed
hubris and exposed her innermost flaws to the crowd, having
confessed her fragility precisely when she wanted to flaunt
nought but strength and self-confidence.
That’s when her eyes fall on Aurelius, handsome Aurelius,
ambiguous Aurelius who was shaken her and thrown her off
course, the very one whose eyes are glued to her now. He’s
staring at her, seems to know her, reassure her and strengthen
her; to understand so well precisely what is escaping her. Who
cares how unlikely it seems, she clings to that gaze like a
shipwrecked sailor terrified of being lost at sea.
Echoing her fears, the audience is suddenly drenched by the
counter-wave. Its flood tide. And its nefarious wave of
melancholy.
She mustn’t stop. Not now. She has to go on, despite her
doubts, despite the sense of illegitimacy that’s been tormenting
her, the awful enthusiasm that keeps her from knowing
whether or not she truly wants to occupy the Sculpted Throne.
She fills her lungs, closes her eyes, withdraws from the
spotlights and dives into the counter-light.

A vibratory hatch sucks her in; she seeks shelter in it.
Lets go. Lets herself go… Reconnects with herself.
Solis’s music is spreading and blossoming across Nephtys
once again. Awkwardly but inexorably, the synesthetic has
turned the light of silence into the sounds of darkness.
Vibrating with their own subjectivity, each spectator is
accompanying the Malkah with their own inner instrument,
enhancing their tune with their neighbours’ variations, until the
melody becomes collective. From one person to the next, a
symphonic orchestra – of Nephtys and of all of Arkhante – is
being composed, diffracting and refracting a spectrum of a
thousand hues. Bold reds, faithful blues, peaceful greens,
optimistic yellows, mysterious purples… all come together to
show Arkhante’s true colours.
This entwined trance state spreads to the visible horizon,
with light becoming sound becoming light once again through
the harmony of a population.
Then and only then, Solis’s music finally dies out, without
anyone actually noticing, except perhaps from the emptiness
of its absence. Then the Arkhantans ease back into reality
gently, as their Malkah hoped they would.
When their sound-dazzled eyes can focus on the royal
balcony once again, they see Solis facing them, removing her
gloves delicately, one finger at a time. Magi, nobles and hoi
polloi all saw, heard and perceived the new Malkah’s
shortcomings.
She too knows that her performance has bared her. She has
revealed herself to be generous, honest and upright, with
youthful energy to bring to her reign. She has also shown that
she is neither infallible nor indestructible. But is that really such
a terrible thing? Must she overcome it? Compensate for it?
Drown everything in a long, virtuosic and hollow speech?
She could. She could cling to her dignity and, from the
vantage point of her royal balcony, aim for unanimity at any

price, try to charm them, to seduce them, to convince them
she’s perfect. She could, but she doesn't want to. She’d rather
yield to her people by abdicating in her war with herself.
One glove in each hand, she spreads her arms wide in a vast
embrace of the crowd. Sweeping her gaze from one side of the
esplanade to the other, she makes sure that each and every
person there feels personally seen and included.
People of Arkhante, you are my one true love.
That idea alone – unspoken, only thought, vibrating wide
and far, as shaky as could be – is her banner snapping in the
wind, her profound coat-of-arms in her own inner notcht.
And the Arkhantans feel it. Enchanted, the crowd explodes
in cheers and applause that finally brings sound to the spectacle
she gave them. People hug their neighbours, kiss their relatives,
lift their children over their heads. They’re discovering the new
Malkah, who had been concealed from them by her father;
some are swooning over her sincerity; others poke fun at her
wrong note, her emotional outpouring and her charmingly
naïve staging; there are those who admire her daring honesty…
and others that are already plotting how to take advantage of
it; but everyone is enjoying the feeling of having been present
for an historic event that they’ll always be able to boast about
having attended.
One thing is clear: she hasn’t left anyone indifferent.

12.2

As Solis closes her eyes, the better to engrave this marvellous
moment deep in her memory, a name begins to emerge
distinctly from the crowd’s cheering: “AU-RE-LI US! AU-RE-LIUS!”
Surprise forces her eyes open. She turns to look at the hero,
finding his gaze still glued on hers. He turns away immediately,
as though he’d been caught red-handed.
Aurelius wishes he could do something – anything! – to get
over the amazement he’s still feeling about Solis’s incredible
performance. What she revealed about herself – and him – has
overwhelmed him. Again. Only this time, he’s not wounded,
exhausted from effort and fear, or dazed and confused from
having looked death in the eye. No, he’s feeling clear-headed
and sure of himself, and he’s in great shape. He’s even
wellrested and well-fed, which doesn’t happen to him all that
often.
His discomfiture doesn’t last very long; already he’s
reconnecting to his reflexes as a gladiator, practiced at stoking
crowds’ fervour. He strides forwards, taking his place next to
the Malkah as her guard tenses, and raises an arm in triumph
to encourage the cheering, turning the clapping into a
thunderous ovation, the ripples of approval into a tidal wave.

It takes each of them a moment to realize that the tone of
the cheering has changed. Carried awaybringin giving life to a
couple by acknowledging it. A magnificent couple. A royal one.
The excitement grows stronger, hope becomes conviction,
and the commemoration is already becoming part of the
legend of the Appologium.
Troubled, Aurelius’s heart is pounding at the doors of his
chest. He has dreamt of this moment a thousand times. A
thousand times, and always with the same face next to his. His
love. Her. Her? Her…
Isalys.
The scheduled appearance of the flagship of Arkhante’s fleet,
the H.M.S. Unsteerable, doesn’t do anything to calm the crowd’s
ardour. No one in Nephtys is unaware that the Malkah is about
to set off on tour of all of Arkhante’s territories. Yet the
dirigible’s arrival is still an event.
Concealed until the last moment, the Uncontrollable rips
through the scrim of clouds, splattering the esplanade with an
immense penumbra. The very fact that the mastodon is
airborne seems to challenge the laws of gravity, even a glimpse
of it seems like an offense against nature.
And yet it does fly, as lofty, light and graceful as a halcyon.
With its deck as endless as a leviathan’s jaw, its sail-balloons
laced to the wind with magical ropes, its glass hull revealing its
inner workings, including the huge forge that is its beating
heart, the impossibly large flying machine instantly draws all
eyes as it slashes the sky in half.
Slow is the manoeuvre enabling it to approach the royal
balcony, which is must keep a certain distance from, due to its
size and tonnage.
When the dirigible is finally stationary, less than a dozen rods
above the Grand Plaza, the quartermaster launches the
elevatair to allow their illustrious passengers to board. One
after the other, the Primi and their highest-ranking disciples

step into the vortex that whisks them straight up to the
hanging deck, where they are greeted by the crew.
Aurelius conceals his amazed awe, far too proud to be taken
for a naïve hick from the Rift. He has to work extra hard when
Solis gestures him towards the elevatair’s whirling shaft of air.
As the crowd chants both his name and hers, pairing them in
a fait accompli, she’s inviting him to fly away with her through
the skies of Arkhante.
How can he refuse?
Approaching her by whatever means necessary, winning her
trust, allaying any suspicious, the better to lay her low when
the right time comes: that is his mission. The hand extended
by the Malkah is a chance offered by fate. A sign that the gods
are on his side.
And what difference does it make if that’s not the only
reason the invitation appeals to him so powerfully? He who
hesitates is lost, he must seize the opportunity to follow her.
The Malkah’s vigilant guards are unaffected by the ambient
euphoria. Hannibal gives him a look, then nods at the vortex.
Aurelius understands that he should go up first, with the
behemoth hard on his heels – beneath his heels, really. Only
then will Solis and her bodyguards come on board.
The precaution seems unnecessary: Aurelius is armed for
show, but his sword is nothing more than a painted-wooden
handle bolted to the straw-filled sheath. He was searched three
times, by three different people – real pros, who weren’t about
to let a dagger, a scalpel or a shiv slip by unnoticed – not even
a hairpin in his long, plaited hair.
The precaution is unnecessary for another, undetectable
reason. He hasn’t yet made up his mind about killing Solis. The
startling fact is that each passing day makes the decision a little
harder. His steely determination is waning… everything
seemed simpler when he was flat on his back in the sands of

the arena. Aurelius misses the time, not so long ago, when
doubt was never an issue: he was all action.
Sucked up and spit out by the vortex, the guests get plonked
down one by one on the deck of the Uncontrollable, which is
teeming with activity, luxury and orders being given and
followed. Taken aback, a guard mechanically shoos away a bird
that has landed on his helmet. Several more chiselled-bronze
flying automatons are offering garlands of minuscule flowers
in their metallic beaks as signs of welcome.
At the other end of the deck, near the lazaretto, the cookie
and his assistants are busily tending to four ovens and a dozen
cauldrons. They barely have time to fill each dish before
liveried waiters come to carry them away.
At the prow, sailors activate the glyphs tattooed on their
cheeks in unison, freeing the sail-balloons that rise up in fits
and starts to get woven into the trade winds. Lined up along
the railing, magi launch into a restrained, almost whispered
chanting. A few seconds later, a cloud appears and has soon
enveloped the dirigible. The crowd below is instantly erased
from their view.
After a sincere but brief moment of communion, Arkhante’s
elite is now soaring far above the hoi polloi, and the potentates
can relax amongst themselves.
No sooner have they been whisked on board than the
passengers head to the dirigible’s stateroom, whose glass walls
offer a panoramic view. Around the banquet table, the food is
as lush and abundant as the conversation. Aurelius hasn’t a
clue what the various, elegantly presented dishes streaming
past might be. On the other hand, he has far less trouble
distinguishing the flavours of the compliments that the Primi
parading past are heaping on the Malkah’s head. Some of their
declarations give off a whiff of something that totally
contradicts the taste of the words themselves.

“Solid, Malkah,” Tumul lays down soberly, with a sincere
and gentle gaze.
If the compliment had been water, Solis would have sunk
slowly into a large, warm bath. She lays her hand on his
forearm.
“Who ever would have thought we could be so enchanted
by a young Malkah playing like a true diva?” Veliva asks,
sounding amazed, as she bursts in on them like a gust of wind.
“The concert was an extraordinary moment, a jewel that I will
set in the diadem of my memories.”
With the notable exceptions of Sarash and Shado, the other
Primi jump on the bandwagon, with no fear of oneupmanship:
“Remarkable!” “Fabulous!” “Legendary!” Although the praise
is falling like rain, not all of it seems terribly sincere. Solis has
clearly scored some points, but her aura has yet to be firmly
established.
The Nay-Dam has never grasped the subtleties of the
relations between the nobility and the magi, but he can tell that
it’s based on a fragile agreement. The proof: although each
arkhome agreed long ago to yield their legendary instrument
to the Sculpted Throne, they didn’t do it gladly. Power rarely
enjoys limits. No matter what banner it’s flying.
Aurelius slips away the first chance he gets. These are not his
kind. It isn’t difficult; no one’s paying any attention to him. He
is the gas that is passed in polite society that everyone ignores
so as not to be accused of being the guilty party.
On deck, he realizes they’re gliding over the land at full tilt.
Nothing gives away their speed: there’s no wind, no swaying
or shuddering; his stomach isn’t even upset – except from
having over-indulged at the feast.
He suddenly starts to worry that all of this lush abundance is
going to dull his reflexes, weigh down his agile dancer’s skills,
and sand away his asperities that have been so keenly

sharpened on the merciless grindstone of the Rift, and that
have made him into the fighter that he is.
To snap himself back to alertness, he heads towards the
railing and leans over. A giddy dizziness kicks him in the
gut, unfolding and reaching up to his throat, flooding him
with warmth. He gasps, sucking in the chill air as though he
were chugging a hard drink.
Beneath the deck rush by the fertile plains where the Namani
River meanders with the nonchalance of those who know
they’re unstoppable. Even Nephtys couldn’t tame it; nothing
and no one ever could.
He imagines himself flying over the Rift, then suddenly
draws up short, afraid fear that seen from the air, his native
land’s misery might be even more unbearable.
“Well, now there are two of us who don’t make their
decisions on their own.”
Aurelius straightens up, surprised to find the Malkah at his
side. Her guards have stayed back, leaving them their privacy,
or some semblance of it, anyway.
“I beg your pardon, Malkah?”
“You surely weren’t expecting to wind up aboard this vessel
tonight, were you?”
“I wouldn’t say that I mind though…” the gladiator replies
coyly.
Solis is put off by the somewhat heavy-handed insinuation.
By interrupting Aurelius in his daydreaming, she had hoped –
unconsciously perhaps? – to sense once again the disconcerted
vibration she had noticed him giving off at the infirmary at
the Appologium. Granted, she was hoping for a chance to
unravel what she feels when he’s there, that contradictory
pulsing in her chest, but she wasn’t expecting anything so
graceless from a natural dancer like him.
The situation shifts from surprising to embarrassing when
Aurelius tosses out a barely veiled pick-up line. She lerts herself

get pulled in, not because she wants to go down this path, but
to see if he wants to tango or perform a courtly minuet.
Unexpectedly, he’s affecting her anyway. The mysterious
Nay-Dam – the Ordinator was speaking the truth, she’s
convinced of that – really does seem to have fallen for her
charms. And yet, she can smell that awkward whiff of
reservation, that scent of wilted flowers that evoke the tomb
rather than the meadow.
She could find him attractive, Solis is sure of that, but for
some reason she can’t work out, something’s off-key about the
tune he’s playing. She refuses to try to understand why, the
embarrassing memory of her fainting in the gladiators’ quarters
is still a bit too too fresh. But by listening to him, a lot; and
answering, a little, she finally works it out.
Aurelius is being at once sincere and not. He’s like a talented
artist who’s copying another, and winds up realizing that
imitation has its limitations. And it’s tearing him apart…
“Tell me about the Rift,” Solis says suddenly, cutting him off
in the midst of a sentence full of words but empty of meaning.
The question surprises him, throwing him off balance.
“I know that’s where you’re from,” Solis points out. “You
needn’t worry; it doesn’t matter any more. Not after your
victory, and especially not after one with the panache that got
you invited here.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Nothing. Everything. Tell me how you survived there.”
“You shouldn’t think that the combats at the Appologium
have prepared you for what you’re asking to hear. Kurtis
thought he had the guts to survive the Rift, too… and you see
what that got him.”
“Life there must be truly awful if it has toughened you up to
such an extent. I’m hoping to toughen myself up a bit through
knowing you, I have a feeling that my steps will be leading me
there… sooner or later.”

Once again, Aurelius is moved by how troublingly sincere
Solis is. It shouldn’t be humanly possible to expose yourself
like that, to allow yourself to be so vulnerable and transparent.
Nobody does that!
Although… that’s not actually true. There’s a mythical caste
of warriors known as the berserks: men and women who went
into battle stripped bare, with only their well-honed weapons.
Garbed in nothing but the rage that made them so formidably
terrifying. What a berserk was implying when they launched an
attack was this: “I am so convinced I’m going to win this battle
that I don’t need to weigh myself down with armour. But look
at you, you chose to wear some…”
Something gives way within him, a dam that took a long time
to build. It doesn’t burst open, just cracks the least little bit,
but the outpouring is still inevitable, unstoppable.
He keeps his mother’s vile suffering to himself, but he tells
Solis all the rest. Without sparing her any of the gory details.
His orphaned childhood; his thieving outside the
Appologium – as a kid, he used to fleece the rich Arkhants and
wealthy Mantris who came slumming around the arena once a
year; the shiv he used to fend off perverts; his growing
reputation among gang members, and his own rise to power
through blood and guts and violence.
Each anecdote is a chance to depict life in the Rift: the
resilience you forge there, like tempered steel dipped in the
salty water of tears; the crushing poverty that sometimes
incites crime, but that – contrary to what so many people think
– more often kindles sharing and kindness; the dust blown by
tornados that sand everything away – buildings, skin, desire;
the laws of nature that are as discombobulated there as magic
and technology are, the lessweightness that inverses gravity,
the things and beings that vanish for no reason, and the
mutations that turn mounds of waste into voracious
elementals; the huge Mantri dumps that filthy, fly-covered

Nay-Dam children spend whole days rummaging through,
their feet in the muck and their stomachs churning; the
Arkhantan border that’s so well protected – not against the
unlikely event of a Mantri attack but against the miserable NayDam who might make it across the worst desert of Artellium
in hopes of finding a better life on the far side of Hell…
He doesn’t spare her anything… and she takes it all in
without flinching.
Dignified, empathetic, Solis accepts the criticism without
dodging it. Aurelius is a master of sidestepping and dodging;
Solis is an unmoving rock in the storm, a lighthouse shining
on despite the pounding of the waves, the corroding of the salt,
the never-ending tide of bitterness pouring from the warrior’s
lips. He can’t help respecting it. He can’t help finding it
suspicious…
It reminds him of the attitude that Nay-Dams have, or at
least the ones who survive.
“What about that piece of amber?” she asks, when Aurelius’s
voice has trailed off, overwhelmed by the despair in his own
tale. “The one you wear around your neck. You’ve been
fiddling with it non-stop, it must be meaningful to you. Is that
a good memory? At least one?”
He actually has several. But none that he could share with
her without arousing suspicious. But the memory connected
to the amber? Yes, he could actually share that one.
“It was during a fiesta in the Rift – we do have some. It was
a commemoration of the Blast, the most important fiesta of all.
Every year, we celebrate the anniversary of the catastrophe.
We celebrate the fact that we’re still alive. Contaminated,
maybe; screwed, for sure; in despair, obviously; but still
standing.
“The fiesta is usually bitter, bubbling over with resentment.
We burn symbols of Arkhante and Mantris – everything that’s
not us, the Nay-Dams – in effigy. I would say there’s an

excellent chance that your effigy will be thrown on the pyre
next year, Malkah.”
She’s chuckling? That makes her chuckle!
“There’s a cliff,” Aurelius goes on, as he dives back into his
memories. “One of the few buildings that didn’t get flattened
by the Blast. A skyscraper like in Mantris, some kind of tower
over thirty rods tall, blackened by wind and radiation. It looks
like a tooth, the last rotten one still attached to the jaw of the
Rift. The façade is straight, a vertical line with holes where the
windows used to be, propped up by cement pillars. The
windows were blown out by the Blast, and the cement is
crumbling like plaster.
“For some reason, lessweightness acts strange near the
building. It’s the only place I know of where gravity works
horizontally: you can literally walk up the façade of the building.
Except that there are gaps, where things are normal.
“So the game is to go as high as you dare. To rise as much as
possible, nose pointing to the sky and legs parallel to the
ground. Climbing means risking everything without knowing
if your next step might be your last.
“It’s hard to believe how many stupid people take up the
challenge. The daredevils, the desperate, the ones who are too
weak to say no, the ones who have something to prove, the
ones who have nothing left to lose. Everyday, I drank them in
with my eyes. I stayed there, my feet firmly planted in front of
that frigging façade, every morning and every night, watching
them levitate, reach for the stars and get crushed like turds.”
The Malkah feels that the Rift manner of speaking that’s
coming back is breaking through his lacquered façade. The
memory is re-connecting him to his childhood in a gang.
“I studied the path they took ‘til I knew it by heart: the
windows to avoid, the verticals where you have to climb the
old-fashioned way to reach a lessweightness zone. And then
one day, I decided to go for it. I obviously didn’t know the

whole route, the perfect path that could get me all the way to
the top, but I went for it anyway. What mattered most was that
I didn’t want some brat with the same idea to steal my victory.
I had to be the one to make it to the top first, nobody else.”
Aurelius is reliving that moment of exaltation and jitters. That
act of bravery that, like so many, was above all a huge show of
recklessness. The landscape zipping by beneath the dirigible is
helping him recapture the sensations of that fateful day: the
sweaty brows, the fear gripping his guts with its icy hands, his
legs trembling more from fright than from fatigue, his memory
playing tricks on him and sapping his confidence… A hundred
times he could have given up, but he didn’t, he made it to the
top.
Most likely he didn’t have anything left to lose either.
“I found it up there.”
He’s rolling the amber in his fingers while his eyes are glued
to the horizon – the real one, the one that’s flat.
“At the top, on the roof of that decaying canine, there is a…
Actually I don’t know what it is, you’d have to be a magus or
a technician to say… It’s a sort of fault line… a hole in the air,
a festering wound with foul blood oozing from it, thick and
black like tar. A sewer from hell… Like a passage to another
world, a world of pestilence and Death. A foul, wicked,
wretched world.”
He shivers, his gaze lost in the distance, projecting him into
the memory of over there in the Rift.
“I freaked out. Like never before or since. Kurtis circling me
in the arena was kid’s stuff compared to that. But I couldn’t go
back down empty-handed, I had to have something to prove that
I’d really made it. This stone was there, on the floor, the one
and only shiny thing up there. So I grabbed it before I left. I
rappelled down so I could leave a rope in place to make getting
up there no big deal. I didn’t just want to be the first one to
achieve what I did. I wanted to be the only one.

“When I showed it to the guys on the ground, nobody
contradicted me, nobody called me a liar. Some people even
said it was a nugget of gold. You have to remember, I was just
a kid. Nobody knew my name. But after that, a guy that people
respected started calling me Aurelius. He said it meant “the
golden one.” The nickname was a gift. And it has stuck.”
Turning his head to look at Solis, he stabs his gaze into the
amethyst of her eyes.
“This amber is proof that I never give up. I always go as far
as I possibly can. If I want to.”
Solis withstands his gold and green gaze. She wants to ruffle
his hair, like a kid’s, she has no idea why. But she restrains
herself, and then, suddenly serious, she says, “Being able to
isn’t the hardest part. It’s wanting that’s dizzying. Knowing
how to really want something. Knowing what you want.”

13
CENTICLEAVING THE ARMOUR

“You spoke so often about the beauty of the mountains of
Acongua… why did you lie to me?”
Solis can feel Hannibal trapping the vibrations of his doubts
to keep a neutral expression on his face. He nearly pulls it off,
but she knows him too well to get taken in – he taught her the
trick, and how to detect it, too.
“They’re not just beautiful, they’re overwhelmingly stunning.”
This time, Solis can clearly feel the waves of satisfaction
rippling from the behemoth at her side. As intensely as when
she took advantage of the fact that they were alone on
HighCrown, the famous suspension bridge of Acongua, to
revert to their old informal way of speaking.
The stone arch spans an impressive ravine dug into the
mountain by a furious stream that, just a few leagues further
on, would ease into the placid Namani River. A huge statue
soars up from each slope. On one side, a magus, Clay, the first
Primus of the Earth, and on the other, a woman warrior,
Morayna, the first dynast of Acongua. Both figures have their
feet firmly planted at the bottom of the ravine and their
silhouettes carved into the steep cliff faces. The bridge’s span
is formed by their arms reaching towards each other. In the

middle, their palms meet, forming a narrow tower holding a
draw bridge.
The extraordinary construction could never defy gravity so
insolently without the magical arts of the witches and warlocks.
How often had Hannibal boasted about the achievement the
bridge represented? How often had she realized that the
enthusiasm of his descriptions revealed that he sometimes
fancied himself as Clay and her as Morayna?
All that seems like such a long time ago now…
But the bridge is famous for more than just its bold
architecture; it also offers a stunning view. Solis lets her gaze
be drawn to the furthest reaches of the dizzying panorama
spread out before her.
For as far as the eye can see, the Acongua mountain range
reveals successive ridges of snow-capped peaks and sides worn
down by erosion. It looks like an ochre and white blanket
shoved negligently aside by a sleepy god upon awakening.
Some snow-quilted peaks are catching dawn’s first rays, like
pink tears on stone and cotton cheeks.
Several night-watch fires are still lit here and there across the
range, illuminating troglodyte villages and the tunnels of the
People of the Earth’s mines. They go out, one by one,
revealing the Acongua’s geological colour wheel more
profoundly, from its powdery-moon hues to its swaths of
earthy brown. Hannibal had spoken to her so often about the
region where he was born that Solis feels like she grew up here
too, when it is actually the first time she has ever set foot in
the area.
“Go on, test me. Let’s see if I can make you proud.”
The warlock conceals his pleasure behind a snarky grin. He
points to a nearby rock barrier with colourful layers of granite
and schist, oxidized by centuries of immobility.
“The Striped Lands of the Schist People.”

Further on, tight rows of outcroppings have been sculpted
by the wind and rain into what looks like the crenelated
towers of a fortress.
“The Jaw of Izull, the Dolomite People’s territory.”
Although she can’t see it with her bare eyes, Solis knows that
slightly to their right, drawing a perfectly straight line amongst
the crumpled-looking rock ridges, a rope bridge makes it
possible to reach the plateau in a trolley.
“The Table of Constellations, where the Sandstone People
live.”
A decapitated dome closer to them looks like a volcano that
lost its peak to an overly angry blast.
“The Oroc Tumulus, built by the Sand People to fill in the
tunnels of abandoned mines so they wouldn’t collapse. Don’t
you have anything harder to ask me?”
“No,” Hannibal decides, deeply moved. “This is the first
night you’ve ever spent here, and you already know the place
well. If you chose to do the Ritual of the Earth, you would
make Tumul himself proud.”
Solis tightens her fur-lined coat to shield herself from the
fading blizzard that has finally worn itself out after raging all
night. Yet the shiver running through her has nothing to do
with the cold. She already feels bad about what she’s about to
say, because it’s going to make Hannibal think she’s been
manipulating him. But it’s not true. She has truly enjoyed this
brief respite, this stolen moment shared with him alone. It’s as
precious as finding a hot-water bottle when you’ve been
steeling yourself for icy sheets.
But she’s forgetting that Hannibal is a skilled magus, able to
hear a heart beating via nothing more than the vibrations
transmitted through the ground.
“Thank you for this moment, Solis. Now it’s time for you to
let the Malkah tell me why we’re here.”

Tears well up in her eyes as she turns to look it. It’s because
its so cold, that has to be why.
“Créuse is reliable and protective, making her a dynast
worthy of Acongua, no one can doubt that.”
“But…”
“But a fierce determination to shield the Malkah from
unpleasantness is too deeply rooted within her. To the point
that she can’t give me what I need.”
Solis searches the cold morning air, locates the position of
the Unsteerable thanks to the glass crystals clinging to its
invisible hull, suspended unmoving between the earth and the
sky. “This grand tour of Arkhante’s territories must not boil
down to nothing but a series of high-society dinners. I want to
get to know the ordinary people, visit the clans and hear what
the Arkhantans have to tell me. Which is impossible if I never
come within earshot of them.”
“Your safety…”
“Hannibal.” The tone, rather than the word itself, is enough
to keep him from saying another word. “I’m not asking you to
negotiate in my name with Créuse. She will do as I say; such is
a dynast’s duty toward their Malkah. No, the favour I’m asking
you is to not scuttle my plans in the name of my so-called
safety.”
She turns to look at him, while his eyes stay glued to the
mountain range, which is now speckled with gold.
“I don’t want any trouble from you. Even if I ask you to stay
with Créuse while I go somewhere with the victor from the
Appologium.”
“You’d rather go with Aurelius than with me?”
“Do you really think that the people of Acongua will confide
their troubles to me if you are standing at my side? Or if Tumul
and Créuse are with me? Introducing them to a hitherto
unknown warrior will put them more at ease than the presence

of the legendary Hannibal, scion of the People of Granite,
champion of the Earth.”
She sees him clenching his jaw, ruminating his frustration.
After a long moment’s hesitation, he speaks through gritted
teeth.
“Ask to visit a mine. The schist people have been having
more and more trouble with gas pockets. Everyone here is
proud of the work they do. That’s how you’ll loosen their
tongues.”
He finally turns to look at her. This time, he’s the one who
is intimidating with few words.
“But be careful what you wish for, Solis. People don’t always
want to hear the answers to the questions they ask.”
Solis goes up on tiptoes to give him a peck on the cheek,
which is as hard as stone. Then she walks away to give orders
to Créuse.
Hannibal stays in the middle of the bridge for quite some
time, exposed to the blizzard that has picked up strength once
again. He is bare-chested, while Solis is shivering inside her furlined cloak.
+++
They’ve already gone quite deep into the entrails of the Earth,
thank you very much, so Veliva is hoping that they won’t go
any further. Whoever would have guessed that the Malkah
would want to explore a mine? She’s a real live wire; you never
know what crazy idea she’s going to come up with next. But
enough with the eccentricities, it’s time for her to let everyone
stop and catch their breath.
Granted, the spot is impressive. They’re at an intersection
of several tunnels, in a zone that was enlarged to create a
hemisphere with airshafts rising from the top. The foliated
schist makes the curved walls look like they’ve been

covered with tree bark. The flames from the lanterns
lighting the place are casting shadows vacillating like leaves
fluttering in the wind, making it feel like a sylvan canopy.
Sylaë might have enjoyed this illusion of a petrified
forest… if she’d been brave enough to come down here
with the Malkah.
At least Tumul has the excuse of having had his company
politely refused. As docile as only the Earth can be, he obeyed
the royal order. He barely managed to insist that a few talented
witches and warlocks accompany the group in the unlikely
event of a cave-in.
Veliva had only pretended to hesitate. In her heart of hearts,
she was dying to taste the texture of less smooth, moist airs
with less predictable fragrances than high-society chit-chat…
Sarash was the only other member of the group who offered
to come, excited as she was at the thought of a mine fire. No
one else.
The only real surprise was that Shado had decided to join
them, without a word of explanation. Veliva was always illatease in the presence of that taciturn Primus. People of few
words, like Shado, are hard to read, opaque shells that selfishly
keep all the living air they have to themselves. Although she
can feel the slightest oxygen molecule vibrating for three rods
around, Veliva is perfectly unable to even locate the Primus of
Darkness. It upsets her so much that she finds herself holding
her own breath.
Just to get her mind off of Shado, the Primus of the Air
decides to focus on where she is. Several tunnels project out
from the intersection, most of them man-made. But two of
them were dug out by rockworms. Their diameter forces
respect: they’re so huge that the Unsteerable itself could glide
through them without worrying about bumping into the sides.
Even though the rockworms do all the heavy lifting, the
miners still find something to complain about.

“The Legendary Ones have been getting weird lately,” the
forewoman, a stout figure with an impressive head of hair
tamed by masses of plaits, explains. “No one knows where
they’ve gone. Even the witches and warlocks don’t get it.”
Despite what could be seen as criticism, Veliva senses the
deference saturating the air the forewoman exhales. Still, who
cares about dumb beasts that eat dirt? What is so admirable
about shitting bricks?
“Have the worms ever behaved like this before?” the Malkah
asks.
The forewoman just shrugs. The witches and warlocks in the
Malkah’s escort keep their mouths shut, which proves that
they haven’t got a clue.
Solis could have got the same information from Tumul or
Hannibal. Veliva understands why the Malkah decided to do
without their expertise here, on the ground: she wants the
miners tightly closed lips and throats to open like the windy
valleys of Sahla. The approach is heavy-handed, not to say
clumsy, but it shows a desire to go around the dynastic lords
and ladies. That seems promising.
Veliva’s inner anemometer is picking up speed, she loves this
sort of diplomatic weather.
“In the meantime,” the forewoman broods, “it makes our
lives more complicated. We have to dig more, and to call a
shovel a shovel, we’re fed up.” “Why, exactly?” Solis asks.
“The worms aren’t the only thing going off the rails. The
tattooed ones’ prices have skyrocketed. Ten arkhs to
consolidate one rod of tunnel: that’s three times dearer than it
was a year ago! ‘Supply and demand,’ they say. That’s all very
well and good, but we’re the ones who are suffering. Between
taxes going up and sales going down, our profits are melting
away. We’re simply not getting by. And if we can’t afford to
pay the tattooed ones, then our whole families have to pick up
shovels.”

The forewoman sweeps her hand around, gesturing towards
the twenty or so miners standing around them, men and
women with coal-blackened faces that make their eyes look
like jewels ready to be plucked from the ground.
Impervious to the miners’ grievances, Veliva is focussed on
meticulously protecting herself from the filth by maintaining a
slight breeze blowing around her whole body.
Her windscreen is doubly useful.
First of all, since it’s in constant movement, it chases the
slightest particles away, meaning her outfit is still immaculate
and her hair ever so slightly tousled, like a cotton ball, which
grants her breath-taking distinction in all circumstances.
In addition, it keeps words as pointed as dandelion leaves
from piercing her skin and allowing empathy to grow like a
weed. If she’s not careful, the Malkah’s going to want to cure
poverty in the world, and she’ll spend her entire reign on wild
goose chases.
Having started out somewhat restrained, the forewoman is
turning into a real chatterbox.
“Miners who can’t afford struts are digging without. So
we’ve had cave-ins. Three people died last month alone. We
have elderly, retired miners who are going back to work. They
have the knack, so they’re helping their families out. But we
can’t keep going on like this.
“Don’t even get me started on the price of bread… and
there’s no point in even thinking of meat! The farmers say
the monsoon isn’t what it used to be. It hardly ever rains.
And when it does, it comes down in buckets, but not for
long. Which isn’t good for the crops. How is all this going
to end? Nobody knows! And what are the dynastic lords
and ladies doing about it? Nothing whatsoever! They
couldn’t give a damn about our problems. So when we’re
reduced to sucking on stones for sustenance, they shouldn’t
be surprised if they wind up eating one or two.”

“Is that insolence I’m hearing? Or a threat?”
Sarash’s head is slightly tipped, eyes half hidden by her
furrowed brow. Voices are being raised, and as a fighter, she
likes to be aware when a brawl is coming.
“No, just the truth,” the forewoman says with bravura. “You
haven’t got the slightest idea what our lives are like, because
no one ever tells you about them. But since someone asked me,
I’m answering.”
“And I would like to thank you for your honesty,” the
Malkah cuts in. “So tell me how I can help you.”
“Well… where should I begin? First of all, figure out what’s
going on with the worms. It’s not normal. Second, the Water
magi need to get their act together and make it rain when it’s
supposed to rain; and the Nature ones need to make the crops
grow when they’re supposed to grow. That shouldn’t be too
much to ask, should it? Third, and maybe I should have started
with this, block the tattooed ones’ price at five arkhs per rod.”
“Your requests are legitimate. I’ll talk to the magi. As for the
tattooed ones, what’s your last price?”
The forewoman slips a finger between her plaits to scratch
her head.
“At seven arkhs, we can get by, but at eight, we get crushed.”
“And have you considered a little revolution?” Sarash slips
in pragmatically. “In the Fire clans, we decided to do without
money. It settled the price issue once and for all.”
“Each kingdom has its own customs, Primus,” the Malkah
says diplomatically. “Our population is multi-facetted, as are
our magics. Isn’t that what makes our system preferable to the
Mantris’? Forewoman, we should be able to obtain seven arkhs
for you. Is there anything else?”
“Uh…”
Veliva is finding this absurd conversation delightfully
entertaining. She can sense every cymatic deformation of the
air that’s being chopped by those boorish jaws, the embedded

anger that the miners hack out with pickaxes, Solis’s solicitude
with its accents of concern, and Sarash’s nebulous declarations.
Veliva could have helped. She could have untangled the ball
of intertwined breaths, woven them on the loom of civilized
conversation, over a weft of strong arguments to make it
sturdier. The tattooed ones, for instance, worked hard to be
able to pay for their magical glyphs, too. Why would the sweat
of a brow wielding a pickaxe be nobler than that of a student
bent over a spell-book?
Yes, she could have. And perhaps she would have, if the air
had been a little less dusty and confined. Why should she get
her throat dirty for such trifles?
“What about the fires? Can you do anything about them?” a
man says, butting in, as he shows a little girl to the Malkah.
The girl’s cheek is burned, and the wound is only a few weeks
old. Constantly exposed to the tainted air that reigns down
here, it’ll probably never heal properly.
At first Veliva thought the girl was the man’s granddaughter,
before realizing he was her father. The miner was in his forties,
but the air in the tunnels had aged him prematurely.
“We’re used to coal dust explosions, but for the past few
months, something else has been going on.”
“Flames bursting out of the walls,” someone else says.
“My cooking pot caught fire, even though it was filled with
water!” a third exclaims.
“Mark my words, this is the work of a dragon,” a
shavenheaded woman warns them. “Those beasts breathe fire
onto the minerals to extract gold. And the flames spread
through cracks in the rock. You don’t have to believe me, but
the dragon is what’s scaring the worms away.”
Veliva can’t help it. The superstitious broadside catches her
by surprise and she bursts out laughing. The whole thing is as
refreshing as a zephyr in the mountains. She wasn’t expecting
so much fun from this impromptu outing!

“A dragon?”
Studded boots ringing out on the mine floor, Sarash strides
over to the girl and lifts her chin with a brusque gesture.
“Nice burn.”
The Primus of Fire cracks her own neck, smoothing out the
skin that is creased with plenty of scars of its own. They radiate
out from her lower lip and disappear into the collar of her
leather doublet. Chin up, voice strong, a tad flamboyant even,
she turns to address the group of miners.
“My men are going to figure out what’s causing your fires.
And if it’s a dragon, I promise that you’re going to wind up
with more meat than you can eat.”
“The thing is…,” the forewoman starts to say, before her
nerve fails her.
“What? Spit it out!”
The stout woman takes a step forward, head held high to
look the Primus of Fire in the eye.
“Your fire-poker men are not exactly known for helping us
out. The last time we saw them, they ransacked every home
they could find.”
Towering over the forewoman, Sarash seems to be about to
breathe out fire herself. Surprisingly, her reaction goes no
further than her eyes glowing like embers.
“Yes, well… I have to admit that in my youth, I joined in a
few raids too. But ‘ransacking’ is a bit of an exaggeration I’d
say. We were just trying to find something to keep ourselves
warm. But times are changing, right?” Sarash turns to look at
the Malkah with a spark of irony in her wry smile. “At least,
that’s what you keep saying.”
“I appreciate your offer, Primus Sarash. And since I have
your word that your fire-poker men will stop committing
criminal acts in these mountains, I accept it gratefully.”

Solis tips her bust ever so slightly to emphasize her gratitude.
Knowing that the Primus wouldn’t dare to correct the Malkah,
she pretends not to notice Sarash’s discomfiture.
It would seem that the Malkah prefers fencing with a long
sword rather than a light foil. Yet Veliva can’t deny that she’s
efficient.
“Did you wish to tell me anything else?”
As she says that, Solis starts to feel unwell. A dull throbbing.
A powerful vibration she can’t identify.
Before the forewoman can say another word, Aurelius leaps
to the Malkah’s side. Having hung discreetly back until that
point, he sows panic amongst her bodyguards.
“Malkah, we have to get out of here. Now.”
Although he whispers it in Solis’s ear, Veliva hears the
warning easily. Panic suddenly spreads like wildfire, and the
witches and warlocks begin to fret in turn. A moment later,
when Solis has barely had time to wonder if the gladiator’s
warning is related to the strange sensation she’d felt, the
ground begins to quake.
A dozen plump, articulated centipedes appear out of
nowhere. Chitin squeaking, legs and antennae shaking in
nightmarish waves as they pull themselves out of the ground,
they are soon joined from all sides by hundreds, then
thousands of creatures, forming a vile carpet of arthropods in
the blink of an eye.
The ground has quickened, glazed in shimmering brown, it
is rippling like a nauseating blanket, releasing a scent of
decomposing fish. The noise – like someone cracking a
thousand miniscule bones one by one – is unbearable. Whiffs
of damp earth being stirred are spreading, as though they were
standing in a cellar flooded by a marsh.
“Centicleaves!! Don’t let them climb on you! Block your
mouths and noses!”

The miners are beating at their calves as they back away,
stamping on the ground with their heels. Some are shouting in
anger, others screaming in fear. One girl is combing her fingers
frantically through her hair, and a miserable man has thrown
modesty to the wind and removed his shirt to shake out the
critters that crawled into it.
Veliva instantly levitates, crushing any centicleaves that come
too close with a compact cushion of air. When Sarash cloaks
herself in short blue flames, the heat sizzles the parasites,
whose shells burst open like roasted chestnuts, with an acidic
smell that irritates their noses and throats.
But the humming brown carpet shrugs off those trifling
efforts. Indifferent to the loss of a few of their infinite number,
the centicleaves continue to converge… On the Malkah.
Aurelius and her bodyguards are caught completely
unprepared. They are trained to stop a human assassin, but
they are at a loss as to how to block thousands of arthropods
whose number makes them virtually invincible.
They manage to crush a few dozen creepy-crawlies, but in
vain. The entire swarm is attacking their protégée.
As the first of the creatures climbs up her ankles and worms
their way into the folds of her garments, Solis freezes,
transfixed by pure fear. As the first light, fuzzy legs tickle her
own, climbing up by the dozen; at the first sinuous sensations
beneath her clothing, in direct contact with her skin, those
awful antenna intertwining with the hair on her thighs, she
stops breathing. Neck stiff, jaw clenched, fists tight and
shoulders raised, she is anaesthetized by the gruesome
vibrations saturating her body.
Veliva is focusing all of her attention on the Malkah, noting
her every reaction. The air compressed in her throat,
compacted into an orphaned scream that she holds in bravely.
The shiver of hair on her arms standing on end in horror. The
shuddering of her distressed belly that makes the taffeta of her

gown rustle. The subtle fluttering of the kohl-laden lashes on
her eyes as they widen in horror. Despite the screaming and
swearing, the cracking of chitin and the whooshing of sudden,
jerks, bounds and slaps, the Primus of the Air hears it all.
The Malkah’s reaction goes beyond ordinary disgust, stress,
or panic. A massive resurgence rises in her throat from the
darkest depths of traumatic memory. A paleo-tragedy that no
conscious memory can explain.
Because the thing is, while centicleaves may not be rare in
Arkhante, they have never been seen in the Palace in Nephtys,
nor in any of the places the princess visited in her youth.
So what explains the extreme intensity of her revulsion?
The Primus of Darkness, who had been there the whole time
without anyone noticing, begins to move, stepping slowly and
serenely toward the Malkah.
A circle of ground clear of vermin moves forward in lockstep
with Shado. In front of him, a squealing layer of centicleaves
is massed like ocean spray against the prow of a ship; and
behind him, it reconstitutes, closing up the gap. But not a
single arthropod is able to come within a half a rod of him.
So Shado simply stands alongside his sovereign, protected as
best he can by Aurelius. Too distant, her bodyguards are
outside of the vermin-free zone. The dark creatures have been
chased away like a big cat by the flames of a torch. Yet the
Primus doesn’t seem to be using any magic at all. What
frequency is he vibrating on? Even though they come from
wildly different species, it’s as though the centicleaves can still
recognize a killer when they come across one.
But they haven’t accepted defeat, far from it.
While the miners and even her bodyguards have backed away
from the Malkah, the centicleaves are congregating around
Shado, Aurelius and Solis. They’re scrambling over each other
in an attempt to scale the invisible dome protecting the trio, as

though it were a wall. His face shaded by his hood, Shado
remains impassive.
Veliva could swear he’s looking her way. She’d like to be sure
of it, but the Primus of Darkness is still surrounded by a void,
a zone of oblivion that breaks the circulation of air and
prevents her from picking up its vibrations.
She sighs. Magus how she hates Shado.
With a fiery breath, Sarash blows at the base of the dome
where the vermin are piling up. She keeps the flames low,
though, because she doesn’t know how strong the dome is and
doesn’t want to accidentally hurt the three people inside it.
Veliva finally decides to lend a hand, too. As long as it’s not
a verbal joust, she’s willing to manipulate the air to help the
situation.
With a flutter of her fingers, she shapes a flute that will leave
an immaculately clean trail through the thick, dirty air. She
raises it lightly to her lips and begins to play.
Since she stepped into the mine, Veliva, a peerless orator
who became Primus through her rhetorical skills alone, has not
spoken a word. Not one. She didn’t waste a breath.
And now she is turning all those saved, unspoken thoughts
into notes drawn out by her flute. The melody fills the entire
cavern, rebounding off of the hemispherical walls like the
trilling of a bird inside a dome.
The centicleaves shiver, tremble and change direction. Their
pile collapses like a sand castle.
Drawn to the flute’s trail, the vermin rush headlong towards
Veliva, who rises gradually into the air to stay out of reach of
their panic-stricken mandibles. So the arthropods head
towards the walls of the tunnel, which they climb in frantic
waves, dark streaks rising rather than trickling down.
Veliva is still rising, but gradually, tricking the beasts into
believing they can get to her while hovering just out of reach.
Excrescences reach towards her, formed by hundreds of

individual vermin piling on top of each other. Like branches
overladen with fruit, they eventually bend and break in a
snapping of chitin. No sooner have they hit the ground do the
centicleaves begin their famished ascension once again.
As the teeming branches stretch towards the top of the
cavern, rows and rows of vermin come together in overlapping
layers, plaiting themselves into a shiny, crunchy hair-do.
The Primus enters the main air shaft poking out of the top
of the cavern, picking up speed so that the horde of arthropods
can’t touch her. As their tower narrows and becomes more
stable, they are getting faster, like the foam on a melt bubbling
over the lip of a freshly opened bottle.
From the ground far below, the gleaming mass of chitin can
be seen rushing towards the narrow opening at the top, getting
crushed into a thick, oily grape must full of seeds and bits of
fruit on a harvest night.
Centicleaves slip, slide back down, catch themselves by
clinging to their fellow beasts, creating a stalactite that
everyone who is still in the mine is careful to stay far away from.
Growing top heavy, the concretion tips over, collapsing with a
noise like an old parquet floor snapping underfoot. The
survivors that emerge from the foaming porridge go
immediately back on the attack. Bewitched, they are inexorably
attracted to the flute that has cast its spell over them. It seems
to be getting closer and closer when Veliva is actually drifting
away towards the torrent a hundred rods away that is gushing
in furious white-water rapids towards the plain of Nephtys.

14
A SONG OF WATER AND FIRE

“I don’t like the seditious turn this conversation is taking.”
“Seditious? I’m worried about the Malkah’s health, and you
think that makes me a rebel?”
“No, you’re accusing her of disrupting our magic.”
“You’re wrong, I’m…”
“That’s enough! Don’t try to pull leaves over my eyes, I know
what I heard!”
“Sarash, lower your voice.”
“Lower your own, I’m not the one who’s plotting anything!”
The Primus of Fire’s raised voice goes unnoticed on the huge
deck of HMS Unsteerable. Only a page worries slightly,
wondering if his services are needed.
Sarash would have liked to attract another Primus’s attention,
or even Solisi’s in person. She hates insinuation, she wants
things to be clear and above-board. Even if it adds fuel to the
fire.
She stares at Sylaë, smoke pouring furiously from her nostrils
as she pants hard. She can’t help it; her troubled feelings have
to come out somehow. Chewing on the stem of her pipe, she
draws in another large puff of tobacco from the plantations on
Combed Hill – the best in Orcunion, Sylaë said when she gave

it to her. Smoking keeps her from speaking too fast, too loud,
too soon.
The Primus of Nature doesn’t engage with Sarash’s anger.
Sitting astride the figurehead, feet dangling over the void, she
stares in silence at the horizon the dirigible is rushing towards,
the western shore of Arkhante. Her hair stirs in the breeze,
catching on the antlers of sacred wood growing from her
forehead.
Sarash wishes the wind were more blustery and tempestuous.
At the speed they’re travelling, they ought to be raising huge
gusts. Instead, because of the Air spells, everything is
restrained, bridled and tamed. While she wishes she could be
invigorated by the powerful gusts of a blacksmith’s bellows,
Veliva’s magicians are offering her the gentle caress of a
noblewoman’s fluttering fan.
“So what are the firelosophers debating lately?” Sylaë asks,
as though there had never been any tension between them.
“What’s that have to do with anything?” Sarash snaps back
impatiently, spitting each syllable out clearly.
“Does fire have consciousness, right?”
“True. After all, it breathes, grows, feeds, reproduces and
reacts to its environment… one can legitimately wonder if it’s
alive. So wipe that condescending smile off your face, Sylaë.
Don’t force me to knock your teeth out.”
“We are clearly speaking at cross purposes today. I’m not
making fun of firelosophers, I envy their freedom of thought.
Whereas I can’t even wonder out loud about Solis’s capacity to
guide us through these troubled times without your breathing
down my neck… breathing fire that is!” she adds, in response
to Sarash’s gaze blazing with anger.
“The firelosophers are querying fire’s aliveness because they
want to decide if it’s moral to use it to cook with! I really don’t
see any connection to a deposition!”
“I never said that!”

“So stop beating around the burning bush and talk straight
to me!”
Sarash really needs to know what Sylaë’s trying to get at.
The gift of the tobacco, the discussion alone at the prow of
the dirigible – far from the choreography of dogsbodies
that keep the HMS Unsteerable aloft, it all feels too much
like a conspiracy not to worry her. She won’t walk away
from Sylaë until she knows what’s going on.
Cracking a small flame from the tip of her index finger, she
lights her pipe again, puffs at it a few times to get it burning
well and leans against the railing, ankles crossed, settling in for
as long as needed. Hanging from the sail-balloons filled with
hot air, wind chimes gently activated by the breeze tinkling the
moments going by; their irregular beat is raising the tension, as
though it were trying to extort a confession from the Primus
of Nature.
Sylaë lays her hands flat on the figurehead – a mantair ray,
the typical steed of Olo, the famous guardian of the Cemetery
of Oliphants. Leaning forward, arms outstretched, she looks
like a melancholic dryad.
“I nearly missed the ceremony in Nephtys,” she begins, in a
dull, lifeless voice. “I was in the primal forest, alerted by… I
don’t know what, a sort of perturbation, a silence where there
ought to be the sounds of the song of life.”
“The deeper into the woods I went, the stronger that
impression became. There was an abnormally high number of
bodies of rodents and small predators, all dead. I figured there
had been some kind of epidemic. Worrisome, I thought to
myself, but not dramatic. Until I came across them…
“Elves, by the dozen. Gathered in an ordinary mist-filled
clearing, peaceful under the foliage, you might have thought
they were asleep. But no, they, too, were dead, their slight,
twigand-leaf bodies all withered, like shrivelled up little trees.”

Shaken by the memory, Sylaë has to settle herself in again.
Sarash draws on her pipe, puffing out smoke that seems to
bring the image of the misty clearing and its wretched cemetery
to life.
“I decided to do a purification ritual. Nothing fancy, just
something to revitalize the space and to honour those poor
creatures.
“I was in the middle of an incantation when I heard a huge
cracking sound. It turned into a long ripping noise – the sound
of dozens of trunks being split slowly down the middle. It
turned out that on the edge of the clearing, where the mist was
clinging, a thicket of trees was disappearing. They weren’t
keeling over as if they’d been hacked down by a lumberjack.
No, they were sinking into the ground, swallowed up by the
mist and the earth. There were querks, hashes, sleeping pillows,
pruvets, heeches and more… I even saw a three-hundredyearold aboze devoured from roots to top. In less time than it
takes to….”
Sylaë jumps down from the figurehead and lands on deck at
arm’s length from Sarash, who doesn’t budge. The Primus of
Nature’s expression has lost its melancholy, replaced by the
stigmata of thirst for vengeance.
“… go like that!” she says, snapping her fingers under the
Primus of Fire’s nose. “That’s when I got it. There’s an
epidemic spreading across the forests of Orcunion, and it’s
really serious. The prana is dying, Sarash!”
“But what does any of that have to do with the Malkah?”
“People are saying that the centicleaves were heading straight
for her. You were there, is that really what happened?”
“So what? Tumul can explain it better than I can, but those
vermin are drawn to prana. Solis might have an unusual bond
with it.”
“That’s my whole point! Something’s not right. A
noblewoman… who’s got a gift for magic… right off the bat,

that’s not normal. That alone is enough to scuttle the Crucible
agreement. And since she’s been the leader of Arkhante,
Nature has been suffering; the animals and the plants have
both been ill. You might think it’s a coincidence. Not me. Solis
isn’t who she says she is, I’m sure of it.”
Sarash mutters under her breath. The agreement dates back
two centuries, but the arkhomes are still unhappy about having
had to hand their legendary instruments over to the political
powers-that-be in the name of the balance of power.
Theoretically, fire should be even more upset than the others,
considering that they had led the magi’s rebellion. But Sarash
herself has come to terms with it. Her arkhome has managed
to find new release valves, counterpoints and ways to adapt to
or circumvent the new rules, so why can’t Sylaë?
“If a crisis is looming, I’d rather have Solis in charge; I have
faith in her. A lot more than in her than hot-head of a father,
that’s for sure.
“That’s an odd criticism coming from you,” the Primus of
Nature says, her words dripping with irony. “I disagree.
Tornhil was firm; he knew how to make tough decisions.
Solis…? We have real problems to deal with, and what does
she offer us to bring people together? A concert. Sarash, a
concert! That’s all she’s capable of!”
“You saw her aura through the veil of revelation just as well
as I did. Everybody saw it!”
“Yes, but everybody saw what they wanted to see.”
“So what did you see? A Malkah to overthrow?”
“I saw another person. There was somebody else.”
“Sylaë, watch what you’re saying.”
The Primus of Nature backs off, as though she were standing
near a flame that had suddenly leapt higher. Sarash steps
forwards and goes on looking her up and down.

“By our three moons, you’re speaking with a real
salamander’s tongue! What’s happened to you?” Then the
truth leaps out at her, as clear as day.
Sylaë is ill.
Now that she realises it, the signs are obvious. Sylae’s
coppery skin has a dull glint to it, her green eyes have an
unnatural glow to them, and her features are scrambled with
fatigue. Subtle wrinkles crease the skin around her right eye,
like crevasses in parched soil.
Sarash should have realised sooner, Sylaë has a fever. Not
much, but Sarash can detect a few tenths of a degree of
difference.
Orcunion is ill, and so is the Primus of Nature. And the
prana too?
“I’ve grown weary of waiting for someone to help us,” Sylaë
says weakly.
She snorts, shaking her head, in a gesture that accentuates
her resemblance with a large stag. Like a king of the forest
suddenly raising its head at the slightest sound of a hunter
drawing back their bow.”
“I’m sorry, Sarash, but I need to lie down. I’ll see you at
dinner tonight, alright?”
Sarash agrees with a nod before Sylaë heads towards the
bedrooms in the aft’castle. Left alone, the Primus of Fire
straightens up to head for the railing in the opposite direction,
on the starboard side. Placing one foot on the handrail, her
metal-studded soles bite into the wood. Elbow on knee, she
puffs on her pipe with a thoughtful look on her face, her eyes
lost in the distance towards Herculanum. Sarash lends the
smoke from her feuerschaum to the distant, dormant
volcanoes…
Sometimes she thinks she’d just as soon toss it all in: the
Malkah, the Primal Council she manages Arkhante’s military
with, all of the heavy lifting she’s been doing since… Cyrine.

Everything used to be so easy when the two women were
together.
Sarash’s feels like her gut is filled with ashes, and her skull
has all her questions and fears boiling inside it like magma in a
chamber, searching for an escape route. Guilt and sorrow are
simmering low inside her. She wishes the heat would increase,
searing them to the bone and anesthetizing her nerves. She’ll
wait until…
She notices a change.
It’s subtle: just a fraction of a degree lost in the ambient
atmosphere, a difference so slight you could chalk it up to the
evening cool. But the drop is too fast, alerting Sarash that
something’s wrong. She stands up straight, puts her pipe away,
and, eyes closed, she heads off to find any nearby heat sources.
The furnace that powers HMS Unsteerable isn’t working
right. Deprived of hot air, the dirigible is losing altitude.
The Primus heads towards the hold, where a crew of witches
and warlocks are keeping the furnaces burning. If even the
slightest thing goes wrong, Veliva will drive her batty with her
incessant chattering. The Primus of Air has an ogre’s appetite
for puns, and Sarash can already hear her going on about how
“Someone had to light their fire,” how it had been “every man
for himself and fire take the hindmost,” or even how they had
“braised catastrophe.” Sarash knows she won’t be able to bear
it.
In the time it takes her to go down into the bowels of the
dirigible, Sarash senses three separate drops in the intensity of
the heat in the furnace. There’s going to be hell to pay for the
idiot who’s in charge, she’s going to make sure of that!
Having reached the hold, she heads straight towards the
sorcerer leaning over the furnace, conscientiously blowing
on the flames in the centre of the hearth. She recognises
Orabel by his scorched moustache and sideburns. He’s
actually a pretty gifted engineer… The roar of the furnace

covers up the sound of her studded boots screeching on
the glass floor of the abdomen of the dirigible. “What’s
going on here?” she snaps “Primus?” Orabel asks, startled.
He straightens up so quickly that he bangs his head on the
door to the furnace.
“Who were you expecting, Baram himseslf in his apron?
What’s going on with your fire?”
“I don’t know. My blue is nominal; the triangle’s complete;
the soot level is a little high, but still in the normal range… I
can’t figure out what’s wrong.”
Incomprehensible though they may be for anyone who’s not
a sorcerer, his answers have told Sarash everything she needed
to know. By all standard measurements, the fire is perfectly
normal. Only it isn’t. That blowhard Veliva is going to be full
of hot air about this for days!
“How much reserve do we have in the hot-air ballasts?”
Sarash asks.
“Next to nothing. We’ve been using it to keep the vehicle
afloat.”
How could Sarash not have noticed? She can detect a
mammal two hundred rods away, and she didn’t even notice
that the air pockets were cooling. How can that be?
“Do we have enough to reach Plenition?”
“According to my calculations, yes,” Orabel replies, “the
only problem is that I don’t know if I can still trust my own
calculations any more.”
“Go get Ethell. Discreetly.”
Orabel obeys immediately, leaving the Primus alone with the
temperamental fire.
Plenition is one of Arkhante’s most famous lacustrine cities,
a jewel of the Water arkhome. Set at the back of an inlet, it is
hard to reach by air because of the cliffs around it. If the
dirigible can’t get a little more altitude soon, it may well crash
instead of landing properly on the surface of the lake.

They need to find a solution. Fast.
Sarash examines the hearth attentively. It’s the size of a large
fireplace you’d find in a castle, big enough to roast a steer
whole. It is girded by a wall of fire-resistant brick with a
horizontal door no wider than a shield. There’s still no Fire
mage present to keep an eye on the furnace, so precautions
were taken to reduce the risk of fire. That is actually why the
belly of HMS Unsteerable is made of tempered glass – a
necessity that the dirigible’s designers took advantage of to
create the banquet room with its panoramic views.
Sarash concentrates, opening her senses to map the local
temperature in hopes of spotting the problem. But there’s
nothing.
More on a dare than out of conviction, Sarash jabs her arm
straight into the furnace. Impervious to the heat, she clenches
her fist and lets her forearm burst into flames. The fire in the
furnace finally starts to grow stronger.
“Primus?”
Sarash turns to look at Ethell, who has just arrived with
Orabel. Through the picture window, she sees that the dirigible
is still losing altitude. The sharp edged rocks of the cliffs
surrounding Plenition are looming; they urgently need to find
a solution.
“There you are. Good. Listen up. If we don’t do something
soon, we’re going to crash into those cliffs any minute now. So
I’m going to step inside the hearth to stoke the flames from
within. Ethell, make sure that the whole place doesn’t catch
fire. Orabel, you take care of the ballasts as soon as the
pressure’s back up. Got it?”
Both men get into position without a word. Sarash briefly
considers enlarging the opening so she won’t have to wriggle
her way into the furnace. It would be easy enough to melt some
of the bricks, even though they’re made to be fire resistant –
she can generate heat to rival Galana, if need be. But she drops

the idea, there’s no time. The cliffs are getting closer and closer.
If a look-out sounds the alarm, panic will spread through the
whole dirigible in moments. She’s got more important things
to worry about than pulling a muscle.
Let alone that for the first time in her life, she’s not even sure
she can trust in her own powers.
Sarash pinches her lips together tightly and slips inside the
hearth in one go, without worrying about the flames, and
chasing the fear that her magic might fail her out of her mind.
Once inside, she can stand up easily, despite how tall is. The
inferno envelops her. Flames lick at her leather armour, smoke
fills her nostrils with its complex scents, waves of heat make
the plaits pulled together in a pony tail sway and dance. The
immersion in fire is reinvigorating and galvanising for her.
She shoves some half burned logs out of the way with her
foot to create a little space for herself the middle of the hearth.
The wood sizzles and crackles in outrage at the disturbance,
shooting out a storm of angry sparks, but it has no choice but
to yield to the Primus.
Sarash spreads her legs for stability, stiffens her arms straight
down, hands open. She breathes in the little oxygen that’s left,
as she learned to do in the core of the volcanos of Herculanum.
It makes her fumarole-filled throat sing. Then she becomes a
sun. Literally.
Her inner fire has intensified into a blinding conflagration,
while her spell is electrifying, totally out of control. A moment
before, her magic seemed to be wilting, now it has been
unleashed with a ferocity that scares even the Primus herself.
Outside the blazing furnace, Ethell cries out in surprise. He’s
struggling with all his strength to contain the flames pouring
from the slightest cracks between the bricks. He feels like the
fire is talking to him, whispering promises of eternal warmth
and complete freedom to bask in its heat and glory. The
sorcerer is half tempted to let the fire escape and consume

everything. … If it weren’t made of glass, the belly of HMS
Unsteerable would already have been consumed by the heat.
His hair having turned into a torch, Ethell is starting to catch
fire. Sarash has lost control of her spell. At this point, Orabel
isn’t worried about the ballasts, he’s working the valves to try
to keep the dirigible’s sail-balloons from exploding.
HMS Unsteerable soars so high, so fast that the three
sorcerers feel like their weight has doubled, before suddenly
feeling as light as phoenix feathers when the dirigible starts
dropping again.
“What in Fire’s Name are you doing, Ethell? Are you trying
to kill us all, or what?”
Through the door, Sarash sees that Honora has just joined
them. Great, first Veliva, and now a disciple of Calyps. She’s
going to be the laughing-stock of the Crucible…
If any of them make it off this ride alive, that is.
Instead, through the orange-yellow glow of her own flames,
Sarash realizes that the light of Galana is dimming, concealed
by the jaws of the cliffs looming before the picture window.
That’s it, they’re going to crash.
So the Primus gives it her all. With a guttural incantation, she
mobilises all of the prana around them, out of control though
it may be. She sucks it in like a sword swallower, exhaling a
furious ifrit. The supercharged flames turn blue, the colour of
the most intense heat, the kind that reaches Rainar,
Artellium’s second sun that’s only visible half the year.
In front of the furnace, Honora is mobilising her own magic.
A spray of water reaches Ethell’s flaming hair, cooling the heat
of the valves that Orabel is still handling even though they’re
burning hot. The hold is filling with vapour, turning
atrociously muggy. Without the combined talents of four magi
and two arkhomes, the dirigible would melt away.
But their efforts pay off. HMS Unsteerable pops up one last
time, barely clearing the cliffs, whose tops scratch the

dirigible’s glass bottom with an atrocious screech, then drops
back down.
In freefall.
It seems they’ve escaped crashing into the cliff only to sink
below the surface of the inlet’s waves instead.
Honora believes with all her heart that magic can pull off
unexpected exploits. And since a miracle is what is needed here,
she decides to push her skills to the limit, and beyond.
A water snake, the diviner’s familiar, materialises, scrolling
around her arm. Mouth wide open, teeth jutting out, the snake
bites the palm of her hand in a magical communion they are
both cultivating. Honora launches her incantation.
The inlet, so big that all of Nephtys could nestle inside it,
loses some of its water, victim of a sudden low tide on a springtide day. A tongue of water rises up in a 30-rod long incline
that looks like a sea dragon emerging from the waves to crush
the dirigible in its maw.
With a redoubtable splash, HMS Unsteerable sails between
those watery teeth and into the monster’s skull, then slides
down its long neck at breakneck speed. The pressure is so
intense that the hold cracks and starts taking water that is
spraying in like a fire hose.
Sarash is suddenly surrounded by steam, a boiling mist that
burns her, although flames leave her unscathed. Instinctively,
she leaps back out the door of the furnace before she’s boiled
alive. She slips on the slanted floor, crashes into the prow, and
is knocked nearly unconscious, water filling her nose and
mouth. Coughing and retching, she tries to stand up, slips on
the wet glass, and strikes wildly at the floor with her studded
boots, trying to catch hold. She finally manages to extricate
herself from the water rising around her.
As soon as she can catch her breath and try to take stock of
the situation, she sees the surface of the inlet rushing towards
them, with Plenition in the distance like a focal point. Their

speed, her hope that everything will be alright, and the bizarre
nature of their situation combine to make her burst out
laughing at the spectacle of her own looming demise.
HMS Unsteerable plops onto the surface of the water with
an ominous noise. It pitches and sways, protests, and finally
rights itself. Momentum carries it all the way to Plenition, as
though it had calculated precisely how much it needed to get
there.
They’ve made it. And the Malkah has been delivered to her
destination, safe and sound.
She has survived the odyssey, as has the entire crew. Sarash
feels euphoric, but the feeling soon evaporates.
Like capricious prana.

15.1
DANCING ON WATER

The warm, damp mist over the thermal baths lifts, revealing
Solis. Her hair has been nonchalantly pulled up into a loose
bun. Her amethyst eyes are her only ornament. She drops the
towel wrapped around her and slips naked into the water with
obvious relish.
She seems totally uninhibited, even with Calyps sitting right
there, in water up to his waist at the side of the pool, arms
crossed on the rim. On the contrary, she seems to be as
peaceful as the atmosphere bathing the spot.
Having wordlessly exchanged smiles with the Primus, Solis
swims to the outer edge of the pool, where the spill-over
creates a dramatic cascade. The baths are located at the highest
point of the cove, offering a breath-taking view of Plenition.
The steam floating over the hot water spills over too,
enshrouding the cliff in a layer of fog. At that altitude, the
wind brings a touch of coolness that creates a welcome
contrast with the warm, muggy atmosphere.
Dozens of artificial waterfalls feed the baths. The water is
heated in decorative basins held up by marble statues. One of
them is of a very well-hung youth proudly clasping his
manhood in his hand: the water streaming onto his head

comes back out through his shaft in a hot, spurting stream.
“Fire is actually doing us some good, for once!” Honora
comments cheerfully, joining them.
As Solis turns to exchange a knowing glance with the diviner,
she can’t help blushing.
The Baths of Plenition are a well-known trysting place for
bawdy behaviour and orgies. For the Primus, it was the perfect
place to meet the Malkah, since he hoped she would shed the
indecisive mist she has been draping herself in.
Water doesn’t lie, it’s pure poetry, blending bodies without
rhyme or reason. It urges people to go with the flow, allowing
them to let disinhibition overwhelm their immerged bodies,
dissolving rules and cleansing eroticized desires. Water is a very
specific way to love and to give yourself over to absolute
pleasure. No one can resist it.
Not even Solis.
Still, the Malkah might well have been offended by his
suggestion, whether out of prudery or prudence. In order to
avoid creating a diplomatic incident, Calyps had come to the
conclusion that the presence of one of his disciples might help
reduce tension, if need be. Honora, with her ebullient aura and
refreshing directness, was clearly the person for the task.
But it quickly became clear to him that the precaution was
unnecessary. The Malkah feels perfectly at ease, the waves she’s
emitting leave no doubt about that. He was wrong to have
worried.
Solis is full of surprises. This is the fifth time since her royal
visit started that he’s been mistaken about her. Calyps is so
taken aback that his face changes – literally, not just figuratively.
His jaw becomes slimmer, his cheekbones less sharp, and his
androgynous face melts as slowly as a glacier. His fluid features
reflect his mood. What could be more natural for the Primus

of Water than to fluctuate, like the surface of the ocean whose
hues vary constantly with the time of day and the weather?
Legend even has it that Calyps’s face changes every time he
blinks.
The Primus lets the pool’s muggy vibrations flow over him.
Usually his startling eyes, which glow like fresh snow, reduce
his surroundings to an overly diluted water colour, the living
and the inert running together in a subtle range of washed-out
colours.
Yet that visual impairment typical of albinos is no
obstacle for him: he has other ways of seeing and sensing the
world. He shuts his eyes and cocoons himself in the sensations
around him like a sonar caress. His palms release an ultrasound
swirl, and suddenly everything is as clear as day.
The line of Honora buttocks pressed against the mosaic wall,
the muscular groin of a man standing a little further away, the
thermal water grazing Solis’s neck, the slapping of the water
between her breasts: it’s all perfectly sharp. Within him, space
is woven with sounds, a sensual concerto that he alone can
hear… or rather, he and Honora.
Carried away by a river of desire with the Primus as its delta,
his disciple is generating the sound waves of an aroused naiad.
She steps out of the clear water, transparent droplets
streaming from her blond hair, her stiffening nipples
protruding from the sheet of water. She strokes Calyps’s body
hungrily, nibbling his fleshy lips. The intensity is palpable,
omnipresent; it’s bouncing off the sides of the pool, vibrating
in every suspended droplet and warm breath, and in the water
shimmering like lips swollen with desire.
Solis, observing Honora and Calyps, reading the genuine
pleasure on their faces, envies their uncomplicated, unfettered
desire. She dips her whole body into the water the better to

soak up the vibrational dance whose conventions are foreign
to her. Feeling vaguely guilty of voyeurism, she still can’t resist
the temptation of vicariously feeling what she won’t allow
herself to do.
An ounce of water dilutes the heady wine of pleasure when
Calyps indicate with an acidic drop in the salty sweat that the
time for diplomacy, not pleasure, has come. Frustrated,
Honora swims away with a smooth, strong crawl. She steps out
of the pool, her wet hair hanging to the small of her back.
Eyelids closed, Calyps checks out what’s going on around
him. Rather than relying on the splashing sounds and
conversations, he prefers to count on his magical senses. The
nearly dozen individuals divided amongst the other pools are
easily identifiable thanks to the blank spaces they create in the
humid atmosphere. With Honora gone, there’s no one else in
his immediate vicinity. Even the Malkah’s bodyguards, in full
armour and equipment despite the muggy warmth, have
settled for guarding the various entrances to the baths.
Opening his eyes, Calyps finds the Malkah staring at
Plenition once again. Elbows and chin on the narrow edge,
body floating between two currents, she’s sweeping her eyes
across the beach resort and its idyllic panorama – perhaps a
tad less focussed on the landscape than she had been a few
moments before…
He domes his fingers, giving birth to a small whirlpool,
which creates a water disc.
“A magnifying glass,” he explains, floating it gently over
towards Solis.
She thanks him with a tip of her head, before letting herself
be absorbed by her contemplation of the distant view once
again. Connected to the disc, Calyps can see everything she’s
looking at.

Solis scrutinizes Ard Bohla, the sun-dial-shaped tower that
soars five hundred rods tall, standing in the very centre of
Plenition. A stream of water sprays from the tip of the tower,
enveloping the resort town in a liquid shell, a bubble made
iridescent by the play of light on its surface. From a distance,
it looks like one of those magical globe knick-knacks that you
shake to make prana dust fall like snow over a miniature décor.
Some more modest constructions are arranged like a
flowerbed around the base of Ard Bohla. As the tallest human
construction in Artellium – even taller than Mantris’s
skyscrapers – the tower flaunts its immoderate size to the town
around it. Huge colourful pools are reduced by the distance to
tiles in a mosaic. Ard Bohla’s flowerbed looks like a ritzy
neighbourhood preserved from the world’s ordinariness, a
backdrop for an elitism that doesn’t waste time wondering
about the reason for or purpose of its privileges.
“I am grateful to you for helping all those apranides.”
Still absorbed by the view, Solis speaks without turning
around. Calyps realizes that she’s referring to the many
Arkhantans that are devoid of magic who do maintenance
work. They are the unenviable people who have neither a gift
for magic nor the means to buy themselves a tattoo.
“The only thing I find regrettable is how hard they are
obliged to work in order to be allowed to reside in the Water
arkhome,” she adds with a discreet frown, as though she had
just tasted some slightly peaty water.
Calyps has effortlessly identified the impurity that has
symbolically displeased the Malkah: the Water people’s
professed benevolence appears self-serving.
Blink, change of appearance – a diaphanous smile to conceal
the tartness of the jab. The sixth.
Receiving the same images as Solis, Calyps too observes the

apranides dashing around like ants. Cleaning the basins and
pools, doing maintenance work on the spraying fountains,
washing the main square with abundant water… each of those
tasks keeps hundreds of hands busy. Others are serving snacks
and drinks to passers-by from carts cooled by integrated water
circuits. Still others are taking tourists for rides on pleasure
skiffs drifting through the water gardens. Not only are the
apranides efficient, but they know how to be self-effacing, too,
discretion, allowing pleasure-seekers to enjoy their visit
undisturbed.
“It is true that their labour is quite useful for keeping
Plénition running smoothly,” Calyps grants. “At the same time,
there’s a reason there are so many of them: it’s because we
welcome them warmly, unlike other territories that I’m aware
of. Does that put us in the wrong, Your Grace? Which would
you say is more moral: requiring them to work as hard as they
can or forcing them to seek shelter elsewhere?”
Solis’s body is vibrating in discomfort at the awkwardness of
the situation. For Calyps, her reaction is as visible as the water
lapping at the banks of a lake when a flock of white flamingos
suddenly takes off. Human bodies being made up of twothirds water, their emotions are as transparent as a mountain
spring. The Malkah quickly masks her discomfiture, but it’s too
late to conceal the confession of her lack of tact.
“I don’t know,” Solis admits. “I do realize that the situation
has no easy solution. It can not be denied that you at least offer
an option, unlike the rest of Arkhante, which continues to
reject the Nay-Dams.”
The Primus can’t make up his mind: who is the Malkah really,
a clever rhetorician or an ingénue ruler? Contradictory
rumours as to her true nature have been swirling everywhere,
especially since the concert in Nephtys. He thought he could

get his own bead on her quickly enough, but that hasn’t been
the case. Solis could be a Water magus, so elusive is she.
Intrigued, he decides to decipher the echoes she’s sending
out a little more deeply – a soft, delicate, enveloping lapping
sound that conceals powerful underground echoes. Without
daring to resort to more intrusive magic, he steeps himself in
the messages brought to him by the water they are both
soaking in.
The cocktail of her bodily fluids is surprising. It isn’t
portraying her as a brook or even a stream. No, the Malkah has
the assets of a major river, the tempered character of those
bodies of water that will transport you to the ocean come
drought or high water.
Granted, the odd, awkward dam of youth remains, canal
locks with walls thick with doubts and meanders tormented by
unreasonable desires. But she dreams of serenity, of the ample
calm of a great lake filtering the alluvia of life and the saltiness
of tears rising in the throat; a pleasant holiday resort where
everyone would be welcome.
A resort that she hasn’t found the appropriate location for
yet.
Calyps is used to navigating between genres, moods, feelings
and cravings… Solis, on the other hand, seems to be having
trouble finding the stability she yearns for.
“That tower, Ard Bohla,” Solis asks, still looking through the
magnifying glass. “That’s where the famous aquatheque is
housed, isn’t it?”
“Your Grace is well informed.”
“Will you take me to see it?”
“I would love to, Your Grace, but unfortunately, the gala
dinner is soon. We’re still in the pools, and…”
Solis turns to look at Calyps with an impish smirk on her lips.

“Don’t tell me a Water Primus can’t dry himself off quickly!”
He guffaws good-naturedly. One thing is clear: the Malkah
is divine, and her complex, nuanced flavour perfectly to his
taste. Besides, he’s madly curious to know why she cares so
much about where her thirst to discover their aquatheque
stems from.
They reach Plenition’s main plaza sooner than Calyps had
thought they would. To be fair, he knows of no ruler who
would agree to be seen in public without being properly attired.
But Solis doesn’t seem to mind going out garbed in a plain
dress, her hair loose and still clumped and wavy with damp.
No make-up except her youthful complexion, no jewellery
other than her authentic smile.
Calyps cheated. He is his own butler, and he can garb
himself with the blink of his eyes. He would never have agreed
to accompany Solis otherwise.
In the end of the day, crossing the plaza around Ard Bohla
is what takes the most time. Not only is it particularly large
– everything is exceptionally oversized in Plenition – but the
Malkah is constantly being greeted by people in the crowd. In
reply, she waves back cheerfully, smiles or catches people’s eye,
and sometimes even stops to say hello or kiss a baby. She is
particularly attentive to apranides, who are stunned and
sometimes embarrassed to be paid so much attention. Just like
the ordinary people out for a stroll, she even takes the time to
watch the fountains’ liquid ballet that makes the water dance
and spin, spraying it so high that it turns into a mist.
Everywhere she goes, her passing raises waves of warmth
and curiosity. To see how calm and discreet her guards are
about her mingling unexpectedly with the hoi polloi, one
would have to assume that the crowd’s fervour is not an
uncommon occurrence. So much popularity would go to any

Water magus’s head, so thirsty are they for fawning and flattery.
As they are making their way across the plaza, Calyps has
plenty of time to boast about Ard Bohla’s extraordinary
architecture, a bold blend of genius and folly. The tower is
composed of a cluster of hexagonal pillars massed together
like the basalt columns gracing the cliffs separating the
volcanos of Herculanum from the ocean. As the hexagonal
columns stop, one by one, at various heights, the tower grows
more and more slender until there is just one pillar left soaring
far above Plenition and dominating the world. The cupola of
water bursting from it is barely visible, despite the fact that it
encompasses the entire resort, like a bowl placed upside down
over it.
Such an edifice could not exist if it had been built of metal
and glass, like the buildings in Mantris. But Ard Bohla is
composed entirely of water pulsing at such high speed that it
becomes solid. The walls and floors are coloured by coral – a
living paint that prevents water’s transparency and
reflectiveness – and the inner surfaces are insulated with a fine
layer of still water. Otherwise you couldn’t touch anything, or
even walk on the floor. And that is how Ard Bohla became the
hotel with the most extraordinary – and dearest – rooms in all
of Arkhante.
Calyps keeps the other advantage of the tower’s exceptional
structure to himself. Sensitive to their natural element, the
arkhome’s diviners can maintain the building almost
instinctively. They can also keep track of the number of
people inside it, and identify them by their step. What’s more,
they can gather the most infinitesimal quantities of bodily
fluids left behind – sweat, urine, secretions – and stock an
unimaginable quantity of information.
When Solis queried him, the Primus confirmed that Ard

Bohla did indeed house the aquatheque. He had carefully
refrained, however, from pointing out that it would be more
precise to say that Ard Bohla is the aquatheque.
Calyps, the Malkah and her bodyguards finally arrive at their
destination. The whole delegation climbs the few steps that
lead to the tower’s water-lily-shaped forecourt. Calyps ushers
them into one of the hexagonal pillars.
They step onto a platform that’s more colourful than a coral
reef. An air bubble forms around them, and they are propelled
upwards by a spray of water that is as quiet as it is powerful,
gradually accelerating until they reach a dizzying speed.
The site’s surreal beauty makes you lose sight of the
extraordinary technical achievement it represents.
The higher they rise, the more Plenition spreads out before
their eyes. It’s as though they are in a jewellery shop, with a
smiling jeweller removing his treasures from a chest, one by
one. Stunningly designed buildings, a big wheel with a
panoramic view, passageways lit by phosphorescent algae, and
more. Everything seems both enchanting and over the top…
to the point that one could forget that they are viewing it all
from the most impressive achievement of them all: the tallest
tower in the world.
Solis is captivated by the visit, the thin sheen of sweat
coating her palms, forehead and underarms attest to that.
Captivated, a little worried, and as consumed with curiosity as
ever.
“I’ve finally grasped how the miracle of Plenition has been
made possible,” she says, as they are halfway to the top. “The
sprays of those fountains are drawing ever-renewed glyphs,
somewhat like the ones that protect Nephtys, aren’t they?”
“Precisely, Your Grace. You would make an excellent Water
magus.”

She has no idea how sincere he actually is.
The platform drops them off on the one-hundred-andtwenty-fifth floor. It’s one vast room that can be taken in the
sweep of an eye. The ceiling is almost invisible fifteen rods
above them, and its walls are flush with the outer walls of the
tower itself.
The vast space is entirely dedicated to the aquatheque.
Dozens of apprentice magi, girls and boys garbed in the
same novice’s robes, are wandering around the space. Her gaze
fluttering from one detail to another, Solis nearly bumps into
a pupil whose head is enclosed inside a noise-cancelling water
bubble. Older students are taking notes on liquid tablets on
which steam is channelled into beaded symbols.
Solis’s group goes from one reading desk to the next – all
shaped like jellyfish floating in the air, the undulating bouquet
of their tentacles within reach. Running her fingers through
them delights the ruler. Because here in the aquatheque, the
pages aren’t made of velum or parchment; spell books have
been replaced by vials and bottles.
“Water is the organ of memory,” Calyps explains to Solis,
whose eyes are bright with admiration. “Rain, snow, lake
depths, ocean spray and more… every single form that water
takes stocks memories of life, preserving infinitesimal traces
of animal, vegetable and human knowledge.
“Artellium is a library in which the oceans are open books;
we are its scribes and archaeologists – or rather, aquaologists,
I should say – and these vials are the fruits of our labour. Each
one of them holds a sample of water that is filled with
memories that have been analyzed, labelled and sorted.”
The Malkah’s attention has been caught by a transparent
display case with hundreds of bottles arranged in
chronological order. She seems almost absent, with one

trembling finger running hovering over the section that
corresponds to the Heroes’ War, without actually daring to
touch it.
Calyps goes on, drawing her attention to what looks like a
chandelier – but each diamond pendeloque is in fact a crystal
vial, dearer than any gem because of the knowledge it contains.
“The bottles you see here in this section, are even more
precious than the rest. Each of them contains a fluid donated
by a wise man or woman, a scholar or a genius from an array
of different fields who granted us the right to store their
knowledge.”
“It’s… extraordinary,” is all Solis can think to say.
But the invisible mist of her spittle reveals to Calyps the
fascination she is at a loss to express.
“Was Chancellor Lith Agram one of your donors?” the
Malkah asks.
“Of course!”
Calyps erases the dimple that betrays his satisfaction. So
that’s what Solis is after! Not some ancient secret from her own
lineage, but an old spell book related to her obsession with the
eighth territory. That tells him a lot about her relationship to
the Sculpted Throne.
The Primus leads Solis to a floating reading desk with a sheaf
of colourful vials dangling from it.
“Donation of sanies, drawn from the wound to her right
ankle sustained during the third archaeological campaign in the
Rift. The wound never healed, and was declared untreatable by
the Crucible.”
He carefully detaches the ventripotent little recipient, gently
swirling the yellowish liquid it contains around inside it.
“May I consult it?” the Malkah requests, stretching her hand
towards it.

“The thing is… reading it requires magical knowledge of
Neura, Your Grace.”
“Then I could also inhale its scent, as I have seen some of
your students do.”
“But… Malkah, it’s pus!”
“Learning isn’t always all fun and games.”
His eyes blink, his expression changes.
Calyps extends the vial towards her, speechless. Then he
changes his mind, his arm blocked by the shred of lucidity
that’s left to him.
“Have no fear, Primus: I won’t drink it.”
Solis grabs hold of the bottle, presses on the atomizer
crowning it and breaths in deeply. The thick liquid coats her
nose in droplets as sticky as honey. Oddly – and luckily – it is
absolutely odourless.
She lets the fluid spread over her mucous membranes,
suffusing them with its knowledge. She has no mastery of
magic whatsoever, and knows Neura by name only. Of the five
Obediences, it is the one that makes it possible to interpret the
elements and their signs, like diviners reading auras, for
instance. Yet she knows with absolute conviction that she will
find answers in that infinitesimal puff. Not solutions – not yet
– but a direction to take, at the very least.
Eyes closed, body relaxed, she lets herself be submerged by
the sensations, swimming through the past like the depths of
a lake, taking care not to stir up the muck in order to keep the
water as clear as possible.
She is finally able to latch onto a discreet current, a trickle
chanting the words she has so wanted to hear
When Lith Agram wrote her well-known treatise about the
eighth arkhome – the one that Alokah of Orcunion referred
to during the last Council – she had indeed indicated that she

had not found any traces of magic in the former territory of
Solon. Or at least, that is what her prose has been interpreted
to mean. Lith Agram was not actually recording an absence de
magic. She was confessing her own inability to identify what
kind of magic was truly at work in Solon.
Which changes everything.
When Solis opens her eyes again, they are damp with
emotion. Calyps is right in front of her, observing her
attentively.
And blinking away.

15.2
+++
The hardest thing about being a bodyguard is keeping the
needed vigilance, the permanent tension that inevitably wears
down, up at all times. The particularly thankless part is that
while personal security services can never ever let their guard
down in the slightest, an assassin needs only to accomplish a
single, isolated feat.
ValRed is tensing and relaxing his muscles without moving a
limb, a classic technique for avoiding cramps while remaining
perfectly still. High-society dinners tend to drag on endlessly,
so he’s preparing himself for a long night of waiting.
He is standing behind the Malkah, who is seated at the head
table with Aurelius and the Primi. Ruby and Hanzo are
positioned a little further in the room, screening them from
the other tables spread out across the entire one-hundred-andfifty-fifth floor. As for Ronan, he has been posted to the huge
arch opening onto a hanging terrace, a disc of nearly 500 feet
in diameter hanging over the void. His vigilant bow is primed
for any attack coming from outside.
The place is a nightmare to secure: far too exposed to cover
all the angles, too high up to evacuate quickly, too full to keep
an eye on everyone.
The main danger is Aurelius. Although ValRed hasn’t
managed to size the Nay-Dam up yet, he’s still convinced that

the Malkah isn’t being cautious enough in his respect. Which
is surprising, because she usually demonstrates a remarkable
sense of anticipation. He’ll just have to be vigilant in her stead.
The captain waves his hands slightly. It may look like he’s just
loosening his shoulders, but he’s actually signalling discreetly
to Ruby, his fingers sketching a furtive choreography.
Table #5. Evaluate danger level.
Things are heating up over there, voices are being raised.
They’ve probably just had too much to drink, but it’s better to
make sure they’re not starting a diversion.
Ruby slinks over towards the targets, as inconspicuously as
the servants clearing the third main dish. Just two rounds of
dessert and this whole song and dance will be over.
The warrior soon makes her report, forming the names of
the protagonists they had no prearranged signals for, letter by
letter.
Argument between E.T.H.E.L.L and H.O.N.O.R.A. Arkhonts
involved. Danger level: 2/5.
Luckily, Ruby is using the alert-level system taught in Mantris
– the one in effect in Arkhante, based on musical notes, is
perfectly impenetrable.
Since a whole range of red flags has ValRed intuiting a plot,
ValRed raises the risk to 3/5. He doesn’t have any
incontrovertible proof, but his instinct is unequivocal:
something’s up. He is seriously considering having the Malkah
evacuated, and too bad about dessert.
Subject of the argument?
Is Fire, Water or Light the most important magic.
Shrugging the subject off as puerile, Ruby has
underestimated the danger. Magi are obsessed with the roots
of magic, with each arkhome claiming paternity. That type of
arguments goes downhill fast exactly half the time. Re-

evaluation of the danger level: 4/5. Extraction.
“Since the tradition is for the Throne to have the first
dance… Aurelius, would you care to join me?”
Solis stands up, reaching a hand out to Aurelius, who seems
taken aback.
Just like ValRed.
The gladiator recovers his aplomb sooner than the captain
of the bodyguards does. He stretches his hand out in return,
slipping it under the Malkah’s outstretched palm. The pair
heads for the hanging terrace, followed by ValRed, who is
concealing his annoyance with ironclad professionalism. Ruby
stays behind to keep an eye on the table with the heated
conversation, while Hanzo follows them at a reasonable
distance, his vigilance redoubled. Near the arch opening onto
the terrace, Ronan grabs three arrows at once, ready to draw
them from his quiver at the slightest sign of danger.
As they strut past the evening’s orchestra, Solis asks them to
play the Ballad of Argyle and Morayna, a popular tune. But she
asks them to make it “lively” – to quote her exact words
– snapping her fingers to indicate the rhythm.
“You already know how to dance with death, Aurelius,” she
says too low for anyone else but ValRed to hear. “Now let’s see
how you dance with a queen.”
With a subtle wave, the Malkah signals to the captain of her
guard not to come any closer, as the pair walks under the arch
and finds itself outside of Ard Bohla. Perched some three
hundred rods above ground level, the terrace is yet another
one of Plenition’s eccentricities. It looks like a giant discobolus
threw a discus at the tower, and it got stuck like an axe in a tree
trunk.
The spot has been rendered all the more extraordinary in
that the floor is a whirlpool of solidified water that the magi

deliberately chose to leave transparent. In the night air that has
long since fallen, beneath a clear sky, Solis and Aurelius seem
to be floating amongst the stars.
Not daring to join them, ValRed settles for keeping a close
eye on Aurelius to make sure he doesn’t try anything stupid.
The two dancers chat briefly before sauntering away from
each other to opposite ends of the terrace.
The music begins. The throbbing of the lithophones adopts
the exact rhythm the Malkah had suggested.
From the left, Solis is sashaying towards centre stage in a way
that makes the fabric of her gown ripple and swirl: with
surprise, the spectators realize that her garment is actually a
pair of trousers with very baggy legs, the cloth tight at her
ankles to keep them in place.
From the right, Aurelius is moving towards her with a series
of gliding steps, that look quite natural, though every
movement is under control.
When they meet in the centre, they freeze, facing each other.
Then their fingers intertwine at the precise moment that the
ocarinas and carillons add their voices to the beat of the
percussions.
Her hand clasping his shoulder, his arm wrapped around her
waist, they take their first step: he forwards, she back. A
perfectly synchronised rotation, five steps face to face, arms
raised to rotate Solis a half turn, three more steps with his
chest against her back.
The oud and the lute have joined the other instruments in
the orchestra, turning the dance into a cavalcade.
Solis and Aurelius now form a single body with eight
perfectly coordinated limbs. They’re not walking, they’re
prancing and cavorting with energy and elegance. They twirl
before suddenly freezing amidst the remanent movement of

the fabric draping the Malkah’s legs, then head off immediately
in a twinned impulse.
The concept of osmosis must surely have been invented
specifically to describe this duo, whose bodies have become
one. The elegance of their coordination may well be beyond
perfection: they are vibrating as one, trembling in unison,
splendidly ethereal as their steps become ever lighter and more
graceful.
They use the whole space, ranging from one side of the
terrace to the other, verging on the void that no guardrail
protects them from, prancing from star to star through the
night sky.
They’re not in rhythm, they are the rhythm.
The dancers caracole apart; they need a quick breather. In a
swish of fabric, Solis steps towards the arch leading back to
the room, nods reassuringly to ValRed and urges the diners to
applaud the orchestra. She lets her hair down so it can sway
freely about her shoulders. Behind her, Aurelius takes off his
plastron – he’s been dancing in armour! – and tosses it
theatrically into the void. His open-necked shirt affords a
glimpse of his chest, diamonds of sweat nestled amongst the
blond hairs.
Both of them are grinning, thrilled to discover such carnal
complicity. Dance transcends social status, cementing their
couple’s royal aura a little more.
All the conversations in the room have fallen silent, replaced
by a scraping of chairs as people turn or stand to watch the
well-matched duo’s graceful arabesques. The performance isn’t
academic, and for some observers, it is lacking in respect for
both etiquette and decorum. But it has so exalted the
symbiosis between the dancers and the music that it has
commanded attentive silence.

But the pair isn’t done. As Solis keeps applauding the
orchestra, Aurelius slowly strides over to join her. Then comes
the moment when the chorus begins the ballad’s diaphonic,
guttural chant, while the panpipes add a lighter, more
crystalline note.
Aurelius holds Solis tight, his chest to her back, and they set
off on a series of lightly skipping steps that have them
spiralling, arms raised. Then Solis slips behind him, taking a
turn at leading the dance and making her partner spin. Their
rotations take them perilously close to the void, practically
grazing it before they change direction in a broad vibration,
but without trembling.
When, having pulled away from each other, Aurelius steps
back towards Solis, she pushes him away with a hand laid flat
on his breastbone. He spreads his arms wide, she lays her
hands in his, their limbs flutter in synchronic waves. Their
movements mime the thwarted, impossible love between
Argyle and Morayna with a troubling sincerity that escapes no
one. Hannibal even less than anyone else.
The grand finale approaches. Aurelius puts one arm behind
Solis’s neck and slips the other behind her firm hips, goes
down on one knee to help his partner do a sun, head grazing
the ground, legs reaching for the sky, encased in puffy pants
that give them surprising volume.
As graceful as a peacock fanning its tail feathers in a
courtship display.
ValRed, half-expecting the Malkah to break her neck, holds
his breath… and heaves a sigh of relief as she lands on her
feet as gracefully as if she were stepping down from the
Sculpted Throne.
Still down on one knee, Aurelius spins Solis around twice
before she falls into his arms, her body straight, as though she

were floating on her back. Their eyes are locked onto each
other’s gaze like a sword in a stone, practically a legend already.
The couple holds the position to mark the finale before
rising to their feet as the instruments and singers fall silent.
Then the pair salutes their audience with one last arabesque,
turning the drizzle of clapping into thunderous applause.
ValRed can hear the bursts of lightning in this storm of
approval, the dissonant voices that would rather have a proper
queen than a dancer, that see a weathervane spinning out of
control where they would prefer a steadily held course, that are
lamenting a far too bold display and the unfortunate choice of
a commoner for her partner… His eyes sweep over the crowd,
noting who the dissidents are, memorizing their names and
faces, keeping an eye on their movements.
Luckily, most of the guests are captivated. The cheering gets
even louder when images of the performance are projected on
the huge dome of water covering Plenition, offering Solis and
Aurelius a screen commensurate to their skill.
When Lantana steps over to the couple, everyone, ValRed
first among them, assumes that the Arkhont has come to
congratulate them. Bundled up inside her green chasuble, her
face deep inside the hood of sloughed-off Lify skin, the
expression on her face is impenetrable.
He doesn’t notice Ruby, still standing by Honora, Ethell and
the other Arkhonts’ table, until it’s too late. Her hands are
gripping the handles of her scythes, ready to send them
speeding towards a target. She has to release her grip to signal
to her captain that the magi have been getting quite hot under
the collar, and an unfortunate incident seems more than likely.
Lantana bows respectfully before the Malkah.
“Your Grace, the honorific has never been so well deserved.
So it is all the more regrettable that is was so poorly escorted.”

Light can not only project images, but also amplify sounds.
No one misses a single word of what the Arkhont has to say,
even though her back is turned to the rest of the room.
“It is my duty to enlighten you as to your champion’s
background. Your Aurelius is a Nay-Dam.”
The room erupts in a rumbling concert of surprise and
indignation. ValRed can clearly sense his protégée’s
predicament, how hard she has to struggle to contain her ire
and find the right words. She shoots a murderous look at the
Arkhont, whose features are still concealed by her veil of
revelation.
Solis suddenly relaxes, her mind is made up. ValRed’s hands
move towards the longsword hanging diagonally across his
back, ready for anything.
“And it is my duty to reassure you. I was fully aware of that,”
the Malkah declares in a clear voice.
She walks right past Lantana, haughtily ignoring her to speak
directly to the others in attendance.
“Please forgive Lantana for her lack of vision. Aurelius is not
a Nay-Dam, he’s an Arkhantan, as are all of the inhabitants of
the Rift. I must remind those of you who are unaware of it
that the lands that are so desolate now were once Solon, the
ancient eighth territory of Arkhante. Twenty years of a fragile
armistice can easily explain why we have forgotten that fact.”
Solis turns around to face her accuser. This spin has
abandoned grace in favour of authority.
“It is, however, unpardonable on the part of Light. Better
than any other arkhome, she should know: those who can not
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”
Lantana has stiffened, she’s not going to let the offense stand.
His hands easing towards the hilt of his weapon, ValRed
moves stealthily towards the Arkhont until he’s within sword’s

reach of her.
“My role is to reveal,” Lantana reminds her in the funereal
silence.
“Is it not rather to shed light? To inform rather than to
spread gossip?”
How can the Malkah not sense the Arkhont’s rising fury?
Why does she – usually so intuitive – keep baiting the Arkhont
in public? ValRed is preparing for the worst, paralyzed by his
duty that requires him to react without granting him the right
to act.
Unfortunately, his sword can’t stop words.
“And what about your role, Malkah? How come you are
participating in a gala instead of punishing the culprit in the
attack on the Wall of Bones?”
In the blink of an eye, the images de Solis and Aurelius on
Plenition’s huge dome have been replaced with one of a young
man on the cusp between fresh-faced youth and mature virility.
His handsome face is slashed with a scar over his cybernetic
eye.
ValRed isn’t taken in by his youthful aspect, Julian is a
formidable warrior – despite his young age, he wears his
combat exoskeleton with all the poise of an old soldier.
It’s the first time he has ever seen that face, and since he
never leaves the Malkah’s side, he knows that that is true of
her as well. That’s why he is one of the few people in the room
who can see through the Arkhont’s bald-faced lie that comes
next.
“Even though we revealed his name to you quite some time
ago,” Lantana says accusingly.
So Light had a crucial piece of information that she hadn’t
shared spontaneously. Worse than that, she has weaponized it.
One could philosophize about the impacts of transparency,

the responsibility of those who keep silent and the motivations
of those who reveal all. In the meantime, that’s not what
matters. What matters is that now everyone knows that Solis
is fragile, a dazzling dancer but a limping leader.
Already the Primi are sneaking peaks at each other to see
how their peers are reacting. ValRed’s worst fears are coming
true. There is conspiring against Solis.
It’s up to him to make sure it doesn’t succeed.
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> Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >
> Citizens’ Poll. Priority 4/5.
> Creation of a metaverse dedicated to Poll CT429MS22/1638.
> Random draw performed.
> The personae of the citizen-shareholders selected have
been automatically transferred into the dedicated
metaverse.
+++
Outer circle: reserved for informing the citizen-shareholders.
The personae begin to materialize: first their feet, then the
rest of their bodies from the ankles up. They remain frozen
for a brief moment, like granite statues, then come supply to
life.
The uploading protocol is scrupulously identical to the
leisure metaverse’s – same sensation of flirting with a virtual
beyond, same taste of digital eternity – in order to encourage
citizen-shareholders to do their civic duty.
The setting, however, is a far cry from the usual graphic

norms. The entire CT4-29MS22/1638 metaverse is pared
down to the point of austerity. Ascetic.
On the edge of the metaverse, a narrow, lightly sloped strip
over a half a mile around is reserved for the Noria. A second,
cerulean blue strip, inside the first and with a steeper slope, is
for the influencers. And finally, in the middle, completing the
global vortex shape, the voting doors with their reassuringly
warm lights.
Thousands of personae are marching downhill, each at their
own pace, no rushing – the relationship to time has been
optimized so that the chosen ones spend only a few seconds
in the metaverse.
In order to make things as clear as possible, the Noria has
provided huge holograms with everything the personae need
to know before they vote.
• Question: How should we honour the diplomatic favour?
• Three Laws of Synthia
• The Statement: "Remedy the awful conditions in which
[the] thousands of Nay-Dams are living"
• Motion N° 1: Humanitarian
• Motion N° 2: Security-Oriented
• Motion N° 3: Profitable
• Motion N° 4: Budgetary
• Motion N° 5: Your Suggestion
The same raw information for everyone at the same time.
Objective data. Subjective voters.
The method of absorbing the information is the only thing
that’s left up to each persona. Their preference in terms of
sense – touch, smell, sight, etc. – and medium – neural

connection, hard-copy book, memory-bioost, etc. is respected.
When it comes to voting, citizens-shareholders are free and
equal in rights and obligations.
No eccentricity is tolerated, however: no pricey skins, no
filters, no personalization via SIT, only the most basic features:
the personae are minimalist, just like the metaverse. The
chosen ones have been tasked with representing the
population of Mantris, not with flaunting their unique
personalities.
Citizens, not individuals. Shareholders, not sect members.
Shozen have integrated the ritual in their innermost beings.
They vaguely remember that any deviation whatsoever will be
punished with slippage in their Croesus Ranking.
Infobots and Mantrices, the poll’s essential workers, are
circulating, providing the same elements. 1: A reminder of the
request formulated by Malkah Solis as it was recorded by the
Ordinator at the Appologium. 2: Details of the three motions
approved by the Noria in accordance with the Laws of Synthia,
which summarize and regulate Artificial Intelligence. 3: The
possibility of suggesting another motion, which allows for
collective intelligence to be expressed.
Throughout this ambulatory ritual, other, secondary data are
also displayed, which shozen can choose to consult or not, as
they wish: the evolutions of stock prices and the Croesus
Ranking, the list of chosen citizen-shareholders, how the three
motions were nominated, results of earlier surveys, and more.
“Do you need any additional information?”
+++
Middle circle, reserved for accredited influencers.
Information pack downloaded, access authorized.

“Vir-death! What a miserable meta! You might as well try to
compete in the Kasselring on a battery-powered tricycle!”
Julian had known perfectly well what to expect, but he still
can’t reign in his disgust. Everybody loves oVeRcoming, you
can tell just by looking at the thousands of personae strolling
by, obviously happy to be there. Not him. For him, virtual
worlds are hell with pixels. What he wants is to live in a
paradise of feelings: the pain that whips and slaps you, the bite
of the wind at 200 m.p.h. astride a flying motorcycle, the fear
in your balls when a tricky trajectory is going to make it or
break it…. meaning break him. The thrill of danger turns him
on, almost as much as sex with Arhax. And real danger is
perfectly incompatible with the “Game over. Reload the
previous game?” option.
Without his BBMI skin– Body Brain Machine Interface – he
feels naked. Slow, too, since he’s deprived of the power of the
ultra-fast vehicles he’s used to flying. But that’s the price he has
to pay to carry out his mission.
Julian smiles, his frustration evaporating. Arhax and he are
in the midst of pulling off a feat that’s even more amazing
than the attack on the Wall of Bones. This time, they’re not
going after Arkhante, but the very foundations of Mantri
democracy.
Julian was not one of the chosen ones, his persona shouldn't
be here. Yet he’s still going to be able to sway the vote by
suggesting a fourth motion, in the Robotics’ name. Pulling off
something that big is worth putting up with this smooth, dry,
miserable metaverse, this textureless nightmare.
He’d better be quick, though. If the Noria detects the fraud
and tracks the non-SIT network that Arhax and he set up, he’ll
never get out of here. Stuck in his persona for life without ever
getting back to his flesh-and-blood body, a life sentence in an

icily boring prison stretching to infinity.
“Hello, Citizen-Shareholder. I’m a representative of the
Trantor corpo, affiliated with the Genetic techstyle. Allow me
to congratulate you on your obviously optimized genome.”
Julian checks out the influencer coming over to him. His
coarse, blue-skinned persona – standard coding throughout
the metaverse – unerringly displays his status: influencers
aren’t there to vote; they are strictly limited to lobbying the
chosen ones to choose the motion they are championing.
Just let him try.
“Are you familiar with the Trantor corpo?”
“Yeah, I thought about going there once.”
“Really! Tell me about it.”
“To have my balls cut off, but then I decided to keep them.”
“You made the right choice. Mantris needs stunning, uncut
studs like yourself to perpetuate its splendour.”
If this lousy scrap of stylene only knew that he was Arhax’s
lover… Julian can’t help grinning slightly.
“In fact, Trantor is in favour of Motion N° 2 in order to
protect Mantris. The diplomatic favour offers us an
opportunity to survey the border with the Rift more efficiently.
Unchecked migration would increase the risk of chaotic
mutations in Mantris’s genetic environment. Our solution?
Test-track-isolate all migrants to keep our city flawless. Would
you like to see our project?”
“Don’t waste your breath.”
“You’re already in favour of our proposal?”
Julian bursts out laughing with a nasal sound that betrays his
recent adolescence.
“Do you at least agree that migrants represent a major
genetic risk?”
“I’ve got my own solution for dealing with that risk in a

single click: pulling the trigger on a phaser.”
“I’m not authorized to promote violence.”
“Too bad for you. Nobody should wonder why I hate
personas.”
“I need to remind you that…”
“Don’t waste any more of my time, code-whacker! Your IQ
is lower than an Arkhantan hillbilly’s! While you’re out here
twiddling your octets by leeching off the metaverse to
manipulate other shozen, I’m going to suggest the only motion
that should get voted on: Taking advantage of our Rift access
to get some trisel out on the sly. That way, we can keep on
fuelling your persona non grata in that pretty toilet-bowl blue
shade.”
And with that, Julian stepped right through the influencer
and headed for the inner circle, where he could finally propose
his motion. If it’s accepted, he’ll have to vote again, so the
sooner the better. Time must flow a lot more slowly here than
in real life; Arhax will get nervous if he dawdles for too long
down here. And he can get pretty unpredictable when you
make him wait.
Julian isn’t worried about having revealed his plan. This
metaverse is strictly confidential; it will be destroyed once the
vote has taken place. There will be no record of any internal
debating – it’s part of the secret of the voting booth… even a
virtual one. So he might as well let his guard down for a
moment.
Besides, he really does hate personae.
+++
Camak’s first reflex, when he materialized inside the survey’s
metaverse, was to touch his bald head. It seemed smooth,

pleasant to the touch, and… normally shaped.
His head has been covered with capsules full of meditech
products for so many years now that he’s forgotten how soft
the skin of his scalp used to be. His implants, which can inject
their stimulants directly into his brain, look more like a
blistering rash than the latest meditech innovation. But since
Camak is a researcher, a kind of genius– some people might
even say a “mad scientist,” an expression that he finds
flattering – efficiency wins out over aesthetics. Besides, his
overstimulated brain is deforming his skull anyway.
If he started oVeRcoming more often, he could get his
youthful head back, but he doesn’t have time. He’s got too
much work. Sleepwalking isn’t going to help him disrupt the
whole Meditech techstyle. Only a mandatory summons to a
citizens’ survey could convince him to loiter in a virtual
universe.
Worrying about some diplomatic squabble over a ball game,
endlessly discussing the best way to occupy the Rift… It’s all
so pointless! Honestly, he’s got more important things to do
with his time.
Camak took the Noria’s data in in thirteen-hundredths of a
second. A quick glimpse was enough, his bioosted
hypermnesia took care of the rest. The scarcity of the data is
an insult to his intelligence.
He asks himself the same question he always does when he
has to vote: which option would beep the Ordinator the most?
It was that damned parody of a politician’s fault that his career
had been ruined, and nothing could ever make up for that, but
Camak still grabbed at every chance he could get to even the
score. His profession had taught him that research can take a
long time and be very demanding. Revenge, too. So patience
was in order.

“Hello, Citizen-Shareholder. I represent the Children of the
Rift, a NAC, Noria-Accredited Company. I’m sure you’ve
heard of us?”
Camak raises an eyebrow dubitatively – something he can’t
usually do because of his cranial capsules. Since he finds it
entertaining, he does it again a few times. The persona that’s
speaking to him looks like a precipitate of copper: blue and
slightly squishy. Ridiculous.
“Yes, I have,” the Meditech says, nodding.
“Really? In what circumstances?”
“Just now.”
“Oh… Fine. I’m going to explain why Children of the Rift
is in favour of Motion N° 1.”
“Solidarity.”
“Uh… yeah. Solidarity is important and…”
“Focus on education, performance-based remuneration,
equal opportunity, humanitarian concerns.”
“Absolutely. That’s why…”
“Which we could summarize with a quick rhyme: guilt-free
superiority. But I’m a scientist, not a poet.”
“Precisely, you’ve made a very good point. For Children of
the Rift, the idea is not to act like paternalist colonizers, but to
give the Nay-Dams the wherewithal to become autonomous.”
“In that case, it should be Arkhante’s problem, not Mantris’s.
After all, the Rift used to be part of their territory.”
The persona’s voice glitches, like an image freezing, before
replying, “Confirmed: Solon, former region of Arkhante,
became the Rift after the Heroes’ War. I’m checking the NAC’s
statutes for Children of the Rift’s official position on the issue
you’ve raised. Please give me a moment…”
“Absolutely not,” Camak says happily, walking away.
“Please give me a moment…”

The scientist has barely gotten any closer to the voting area
when yet another influencer tries to buttonhole him. He picks
up the pace.
“Hello, Citizen-Shareholder,” the influencer says, undeterred.
“I represent the Blue Dream corpo, which is affiliated to the
Meditech techstyle. I’m thrilled to be speaking to a colleague.”
Camak stops and turns around, and says, with a touch of
self-aggrandizement, “Do you know who I am?”
“Absolutely not, anonymity is guaranteed in this metaverse.
But your slender, wiry figure without cybernetic add-ons or a
flashy exoskeleton implies that you are a member of my
techstyle.”
“Since I’m too ugly to be a Genetic, is that what you’re
saying?”
That stupid persona has managed to offend him. Not about
his looks, Camak couldn’t care less about that. But he should
be recognized as a genius. Especially in this metaverse that’s as
basic as caustic soda.
“Do you know the Blue Dream corpo?”
“Sure, I’ve applied to work there a dozen times.”
“Sorry, privacy laws prevent me from checking your personal
data, but that’s good news.”
“That I didn’t get hired by a corpo on the verge of
bankruptcy? Hey, we finally agree about something.”
“No, listen, as a candidate for a post at Blue Dream, you are
surely able to grasp how relevant Motion N° 3 is. Whatever aid
is granted to the Nay-Dams shouldn’t draw on any more
resources. We’re suggesting managing things so that our
surplus production is sent to the Rift. That way, the Nay-Dams
have access to the latest technology, and the city-continent
improves its environmental scorecard. It’s a win-win situation.”
“Upcycling stinginess into generosity, that really takes the

cake. Give your PR guy a raise, he’s some kind of genius.”
“That’s very kind, I’ll let him know. Can I count on your
vote?”
“The real question is, why is Blue Dream so gung-ho about
that motion… Significant spending could lead the Noria to
cancel their bailout plan for Blue Dream, couldn’t it? You’re
already under Article 101 protection… another setback could
be dramatic.”
“It has never been officially confirmed that Kurtis actual
worked for Blue Dream. The individual obtained the
Legendary bioost illegally, without the authorization of our
corporation.”
“Then you should fire your head of security.”
Camak couldn’t care less about Blue Dream’s problems. All
he cares about is figuring out the answer to the question
“which vote would make the the Ordinator’s life most
miserable?”
“I do have a question for you: why did it take a whole week
to organize this poll? What was the Noria doing – building the
metaverse pixel by pixel?”
“I don’t have access to that data.”
“He doesn’t have access to that data. Then what good is he?”
The Ordinator must be in hot water, and he’s trying to buy
time. I have no idea what he’s trying to achieve, but he’s pulling
strings behind the scenes, as usual.
That’s his speciality, and no one knows that better than
Camak. For one very good reason: He was the politician’s first
victim.
At the time, the Ordinator’s name was still Ezio. He was just
a teenager doing his best to ruin his life – how could Camak
ever have guessed that he would wind up being the Noria’s
spokesperson, with almost unlimited opportunity to do harm?

Enzio’s sister was brilliant and devoured by ambition, a
combination that he knew exactly how to take advantage of.
Sathyne had volunteered for the experiment, that’s what her
kid brother had never wanted to take into account. But she had
to go and overdo it, literally, by overdosing. Not for science’s
sake, but for her family’s, even if it invalidated the experiment.
Everybody knows how risky it is to get emotionally invested
in experimental protocols. Camak would never have made a
rookie mistake like that. Which just goes to show you that
Sathyne wasn’t all that smart after all.
When you get right down to it, he resents the sister more
than the Ordinator himself. After all, it’s her fault that his
brilliant idea never came to fruition. That his plans for
bioosted brains, his dream of a living Mantrix, of the perfect
hybrid between the organic and the synthetic wound up in a
recycling bin. His nice career in military research along with it;
the newly elected Ordinator attended to that personally – and
was thorough, you gotta give him that.
Sathyne’s body was never found after the lobotomy. Camak
suspects the Ordinator of having whisked his big sister away
and keeping her on some kind of life-support system
somewhere. If that were in fact the case, then somewhere in
Mantris there is proof that Camak hadn’t actually failed
completely.
That plus in vivo samples of his bioost, of which all known
stocks and data had been destroyed.
“You’ve convinced me,” the scientist exclaimed, “bravo.”
“So I can count on your vote?”
“That’s right, for Motion N° 1”
“What? But Motion N° 1 is the costliest one of all, the one
that will have the direst consequences for all meditech corpos!”
“Exactly,” Camak went on, talking to himself. “If Sathyne is

still alive, they must be keeping her in stasis with all sorts of
bioosts. Putting pressure on the meditech labs will force the
Ordinator to take risks. And at the first misstep, I’ll be there.”
Quite upbeat all of a sudden, he strides quickly towards the
inner circle, where the shozen are stepping though the portals
of their choice.
A fourth motion has already been proposed and found
admissible by the Noria. He hopes there won’t be a fifth. He
has absolutely no desire for his persona to be rematerialized in
the outer circle and have to start the whole process all over
again. It’s like a machine invented to waste time. Practically a
machination. Camak has better things to do with his time.
He’s got an experiment going, and it might be the one. The
one that will finally earn him recognition from his peers, the
one that will allow him to glorify scientific knowledge… his
scientific knowledge, and, who knows, maybe allow him to
develop the Meditechs’ next Legendary One.
A stimulating, exciting perspective, almost as good as the
thought of finally wreaking vengeance on that parvenu of an
Ordinator!
+++
Gathered in a windowless room in the Conclave – the nearly
mile-high skyscraper that houses the Noria and its Mantrices –
a dozen schemans are scrutinizing CT4-29MS22/1638 to
make sure there are no irregularities in the voting. From the
top of their skulls to their cheekbones, their heads have been
swallowed up by a helmet bristling with antennae connected to
the network, as though they had been devoured by a
gluttonous hedgehog. In permanent OVeRcome mode, with
their scalps peeled back so their cortex can be plugged straight

into the Noria via neuronal implants, these women and men
represent the closest conceivable conjunction between
humans and machines. Semi-artificial intelligence.
The schemans are observing the randomly selected citizenshareholders going one by one through the portals that bring
them back to the real world.
In just under eight seconds in real time, the quorum has been
reached and the vote concluded.
> Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >
> Citizens’ poll over. In reply to the question, “How
should we honour the diplomatic favour?” the results are
as follows:
> Motion N° 1, the “humanitarian” option: 48.237%.
> Motion N° 2, the “security-oriented” option: 10.248 %.
> Motion N° 3, the “profitable” option: 23.904%.
> Motion N° 4, the “ecological” option: 17.611%.
> No citizen-proposed motions were retained after the
retroaction loop.
> After analysis by the Noria, in accordance with the
Three Laws of Synthia and pursuant in particular to the
First Law, requiring optimization of life expectancy for
citizen-shareholders of Mantris, the following has been
decided:
> The aid provided to the Nay-Dams will be of a sum
equivalent to 4.202% of the first quartile of the Croesus
Ranking. For the sake of optimisation, distribution centres
will be established in several locations in the Rift, rather
than having convoys go from village to village. In order to
prevent contamination of citizen-shareholders, robots will
be in charge of logistics (estimated robot loss rate due to
malfunctions in the Rift: 32.173%, those costs have been
included in overall budget allotted). Success criteria have

been definitively established as follows:
> 1- Positive replies on the satisfaction questionnaire that
will be provided to Nay-Dams over 50.001%.
> 2- Favourable opinions from polled citizen-shareholders
above 66.667%.
> 3- Respecting the budget, with a maximum cost-overrun
allowance of 4.999% of the initial budget projection.
> 4 – Operation concluded within 6.0 months.
> End of success criteria.
> Name of the operation: Atom.
> Slogan of the operation: Because solidarity is indivisible.
> To find out more, contact the Camille persona.
+++
Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >
> Citizens’ Poll. Priority 4/5.
> Creation of a metaverse dedicated to Poll CT401042022/1826.
> Random draw performed.
> The personae of the citizen-shareholders selected have
been automatically transferred into the dedicated
metaverse.
• Question: Should there be a charge for quartz batteries?
• Three Laws of Synthia
• The Statement: "In order to limit their use to prevent a
possible shortage, is it necessary to charge for quartz
batteries?"
• Motion N° 1: Yes
• Motion N° 2: No

• Motion N° 3: Your Suggestion
> Shared Channel | @SSASUMARU ∆ ExSITed >
> Are they nuts?! You hear that? Charge people for
batteries!?!?
> Seriously? Cool!
> “Cool!” Are you out of your mind? It’s a nightmare!
> Why? You’re as broke as I am, right? If people have
to pay for batteries, we could sell the ones we have and
make a little dough.
> Seriously? You can’t really be that dumb, can you?
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“So… let’s see how this contraption works.”
Fabro puts the robot chef on the counter, clapping to
get a reaction. Chuckling at the first failure, he rubs his
hands together enthusiastically. That’s how he is: always
game, energetic, curious… someone who thinks in terms
of solutions rather than problems. That’s one of the things
that made Atale know she wanted to marry him.
The wedding – a commitment to a long-lasting, faithful
union that they signed and had validated by the Archivist
himself – was their shared eccentricity, their way of letting
the whole world know that they didn’t believe in the flimsy
family relationships that had become standard in Mantris.
They wanted a long-term commitment, even if their
friends found the idea worrisome or amusing. Twenty
years and two daughters later, they were still together.
Having fiddled a few knobs, getting the machine to
twitch a bit and drawing another chuckle from him alone,
Fabro mindlessly scratched at his slight paunch. Alright,
it’s true, he’s no longer the dashing young man who
seduced Atale one memorable night. But his beard had
grown longer and more mature, extending his chin into a
long, strong-willed point that their younger daughter,

Onyx, loved to tousle – KatK used to too, when they were
younger. Atale loved when Fabro tousles it himself, and
rubs it over her cheeks… or elsewhere.
“Take it easy, you oaf,” Atale scolds him, “That’s a
precision device!”
“A device with no bleeping user’s manual is more like it!”
“Dad!” KatK says, sounding aggrieved. “Only bots form
the paleocode still say ‘User’s manual!’”
Face splashed by icons on the Coal network they’re
scrolling through directly on the skin-screen in her lap, the
teen is perched on the sill of the flat’s only window, a large
picture window overlooking Mantris’s exclusive econeighbourhood.
On the left, a pyramid-shaped building is covered in a
cascade of greenery. A little further on is a building whose
floors stick out every which way, like pancakes stacked up
hastily by someone on a bioost.
On the right, half hidden by KatK, vine-like footbridges
connect several structures. One of them is shaped like a
flower whose huge corolla holds the inhabitants’ DALECs,
while the stem supports glass bulbs that are actually
individual flats dangling in the air.
The view is prodigiously stylish… It ought to be, at the
price they’re paying! A fabulous view that KatK doesn’t
even glance at. The teen isn’t feeling the serenity that the
view is supposed to provide. They have other things to
worry about.
With everything they’ve been reading lately, Kat can’t
understand how their parents can be so blithely ignorant
of the crisis of both democracy and energy that they’re all
hurtling towards. They’re dismayed to see their father
fiddling with some silly robot, let alone that their mother
chooses to work for the worst of the reactionary

powerbrokers. When are they going to acknowledge the
truth?
“Mantris means free batteries and constant comfort
blah-blah-blah, if you don’t like the city, you can go live in
the Rift blah-blah-blah. If you hate the Noria so much, go
find out what life is like without it!”
Everything is so binary with them!
KatK broods as she types Coal messages on a virtual
keyboard materialized on their thighs, their fingers moving
as quickly as micro-mechanical legs. Ever since the
#ÅPØLØW hashtag showed up a few months ago, they
can tell that something’s up. Mantris is bubbling like a
geyser about to blow, the veneer is about to crack and
expose the city for what it really is: as filthy and
inegalitarian as can be.
KatK wants to be a part of the coming joyful chaos, so
they have been participating in the forum’s philo-political
discussions as much as they can. The teen hopes to join
one of the action groups soon, they feel ready. Somebody’s
got to do it, right? In the meantime, they’re on edge, foot
tapping, jaw clenched, head leaning against the picture
window that they better not damage.
Atale is about to reprimand their older daughter, Fabro
can feel it coming. So he activates the kitchen counter’s
network interface, which comes to life with the turquoise
gleam of the quartz battery. An exploded-view illustration
of the robot is displayed, and the cinematic image runs
interference between mother and daughter, distracting one
and preserving the other. The animation is pixelated and
studded with dark zones. It looks like a holo ad seen
through outdated implants.
“You won’t find anything on the network,” Atale warns
him.
“Is it one of your creations?” Fabro asks. “An

autonomous bot?” he adds, whispering conspiratorially,
with a grin.
“It’s still in development,” Atale says, curbing his
enthusiasm. “The sale of autonomous robots isn’t legal yet.”
“You’re a pioneer, my darling. Mark my words, you’re
going to be the head of R&D at Domix someday.”
Fabro leans over proudly to kiss his wife, who, half
thrilled, half moved, responds passionately.
“Ugh! There are children around. Save your gross stuff
for your bedroom!”
From the window, KatK mimes throwing up, while a
stream of green pixels runs down her chin, cracking her
little sister up. Onyx is sitting on the floor playing with her
bo-bots, Sphax and Kubu.
“Speaking of children, when are you going to get
inSITed, Kat?” her mum asks.
“Are you kidding me? Bringing that up again, you are?
Ixnay, I already told you, you’re outta luck! I am not EVER
getting chipped like some company bot!”
“I ran into your friend Meera’s dads a few days ago.
They’ve decided to get her one.”
“Poor thing. She’s outta luck, the poor gurl.”
“Could you just be quiet and listen to me for a second?
Her SIT will give her real freedom.”
“Great, I listened. You done? I could balleck your
tracked “freedom”! If Meera’s parents are so dim-dioded
that they won’t trust her to run her own life, that’s tough
trucks for her.”
“Kat!”
“Here we go again,” Fabro sighs. He copes with conflict
about as well as he does with sugar-free food…
Onyx turns off her sound-reduction headphones to let
her tinnitus saturate her ears. She has no desire to listen to
the three-hundred-thousandth replay of KatK and mum

fighting, she already knows their seasoning by heart.
Besides, Onyx’s mind is already made up. When she’s old
enough, she’s going to make the same choice as her big
sister: no SIT for her! That’ll show them!
Besides, she’s got better things to do. Nyvenn gave her
the most amazing present. Onyx isn’t a hundred per cent
sure she’s actually allowed to do what she’s going to do, so
she’s keeping her head down for now. Watch out, citizens
of their home! You are in a danger zone, an equilateral
damage area! The “aerial diversion” operation is about to
launch.
The kid sends her biomimetic butterfly fluttering
through the flat to divert their attention. Then she orders
the memory-shape tiles to materialize a chair for her, and
she settles in, turning her back on her family to keep Kubu
out of her parents’ sight.
Only then does she order the secret compartment on her
cube on wheels to open – Kubu is one of those
autonomous robots that mum makes, but unlike the
Dumbot in the kitchen, it works super well.
Nearly a dozen criarunes pop out of their hiding place,
leaping with joy. They’re so cute!!! Sphax better be filming
this – it should be, KatK programmed it, and her sister is
a total technofilel!
Onyx is thrilled when the furry little balls jump on her
feet, climb up her claves and scamper all over her. She
slaps her hand over her mouth so she won’t shriek with
laughter. A little too brusquely: her nail grazes the growth
hanging from her chin, and the scratch elicits a cry of
surprise. Max danger for Operation Diversion!
Her father reacts immediately, of course.
“You okay, pipsqueak?” Fabro asks through her
headphones.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Nothing’s broken.”

She turns around looking totally irresistibly abashed.
Reassured, Fabro smiles at her. Whew, that was a close call.
He’s the one who spends the most time at home keeping
an eye on Onyx, so they’ve made a deal. He’s got special
access to her headphones; his is the only voice she can’t
cut off. She kind of likes the idea of having a special bond
with her dad. When she’s bigger, she’ll be like Kat, no SIT
for her, no way. Just one that connects her to Fabro, that's
all. It’ll be their secret.
Although… Onyx can’t help wondering if her mother
actually does know about it. After all, Mum always knows
about everything. Except for what KatK’s up to, of course.
That’s why Atale is always screaming at her. She knows
that she doesn’t know, and it frightens her. But the more
she screams, the less she’ll ever know… It’s a
contraindication. Or maybe a contradiction, Onyx isn’t
sure. She loves long, sophisticated-sounding words, but
sometimes she mixes them up.
Seeing that everybody’s busy, Onyx tries to make a
criarunes garden on her lap, to gather them all together. In
this imaginary place she has created, there are no monsters,
only friends having fun. There are no horns growing all
over the place that stink when she gets out of the shower,
just sensitive spots that the balls of fur tickle, so hard she
has to stop herself from laughing too hard. She doesn’t
have a sad mum and a da who blames himself, all because
she’s sick and no one can do anything about it, not even
all the Genetics and Meditechs they’ve taken her to. They
use complicated words too… they get confused when they
try to explain what’s wrong with her, too.
“Dad, you and Mum aren’t going to die because of me,
are you? I hope not…”
“Of course not, Onyx! Whatever made you think so,
sweetie?”

“Because an orphan disease is a virus that kills your
parents, isn’t it?”
Devastated by the emotion stirred up by the
conversation on their private channel, the argument going
on out loud between his older daughter and his wife hurts
his ears even more violently than usual.
“Relax, I’m fine, I know how to take care of myself.”
“Oh you think so, do you?”
“Yeah, like crazy, in fact. I got my chip together.”
“That’s utter nonsense! Your father and I take care of
you. You just refuse every beeping thing we suggest!”
“That’s ridic! I. can. take. care. of. myself. YOU. HEAR.
ME?!”
While she’s talking fairly calmly, KatK is keeping an eye
on their Coal conversation, which drives their mum
around the bend. They’re talking to a cyb who’s organizing
an action – something really useful: less chat, more action.
KatK’s eyes are sparkling, Atale’s are shooting daggers.
“So prove…”
Atale goes still mid-sentence. Pause, freeze frame.
Standing up, finger jabbed towards KatK, blue-goldpainted lips deformed by the last sound they articulated,
her long frizzy hair held down by the hood of her indoor
exoskeleton. A living statue.
“Mummy?”
KatK leaps over to her even before her father can react
– the flat’s not very big, they crossed it in a flash.
“Mum, Mum! Are you okay?”
“What’s wrong with Mum?” Onyx says nervously behind
her.
“Nothing, nothing, it’s okay, pipsqueak,” Fabro says in
auto mode.
Luckily, KatK figures out what’s going on soon enough.
“OK, no stress, there must be a poll going on. She’s been

summoned by the Noria.
“Come help me get her into a chair.”
“Wow, still, it’s pretty freaky how sudden it is, doncha’
think? SIT is like ‘heel, roll over’ you know? It’s cool if you
like being on a leash but for me, it’s just not happening.”
“Kat, please! Not now…”
They know perfectly well that their mother will be fine.
Considering how often surveys are held, urgent
summonses don’t cause accidents any more. In Mantris’
ultra-connected world, it’s easy for the Noria to keep a
shozen safe. Whether she’s walking or driving a DALEC,
whether she’s in public or private, there are enough smart
objects around to preserve a summoned person’s integrity.
Nowadays, an urgent summons is about the equivalent of
taking a phone call forthwith, in the middle of a
conversation. A surprise, but not all that strange, really…
Still, knowing that an AI has the ability to put the
inSITed population in virtual prison whenever and
wherever it pleases makes KatK’s blood run cold. That’s
why they’re keen on cyborg philosophy: technology you
can hack yourself is techno you can control.
A chair emerges from the floor: an adult-size, but
otherwise identical copy of the one Onyx materialized just
before. They lower Atale into it gently.
As KatK lets thousands of messages from Coal’s
#redtomato server zip across her forearm in infinite scroll
mode, Fabro heads towards the pillar that acts as a central
leg for the kitchen counter. The column glows turquoise
then pivots, stopping at the “refrigerator” section. Atale’s
throat is always dry when she comes back from reVeRying,
she’ll appreciate an ice-cold kharo. He might as well get
them all one, as long as he’s at it. Behind him, the pillar
shifts back to its default position, a cupboard with movable
shelves, and the battery turns itself off.

“I knew it! Look!” KatK shows screen grabs of messages
as of holo-tattoos on her arms, which she has stretched
out towards her father. “ÅPØLØW was right! They’re
polling about charging for batteries. Bam!”
It takes Fabro a minute to decipher the coded
conversations in Coal. He spends enough time at home
with the kids to have picked up some of their terminology,
without being bilingual, either. Luckily for Kat, in the list
of symbols, the message in furious mode from Kapill, her
bootleg device dealer who wants his money – now! – sails
right over Fabro’s head. When KatK realizes that they
didn’t filter their messages, they bend their arm somewhat
hastily.
“Well!” Fabro says with a smile. “In that case, Mum will
be back quite soon. She won’t waste any time hesitating,
the choice is obvious.”
“How’s she going to vote?” Onyx asks from the other
side of the room, still huddled over her treasure.
“How’s she going to vote, pipsqueak? To keep them free,
obviously!”
“You bioomers are so not the sharpest tools in the
shed… the rules of the games are changing: if you don’t
rewrite the code, the code’s gonna’ rewrite you.”
As she’s letting her dad know where things stand, KatK
is running through the options on the tap in the sink. She
skips past “sonic”, for dry-cleaning; gives “recycling”,
which filters domestic fluids, a pass and finally gets to the
option that lets her run some cold water on a cloth. She
dabs at her mum’s forehead with it until Atale regains
consciousness.
“Mum! KatK remunerated you!!” Onyx shouts,
overjoyed.
“That’s right, she resuscitated me. Thank you, my
darlings.”

“So how did you vote?”
“Kat, let your mother catch her breath!”
“It’s all right,” Atale says, soothingly. “It was just a poll,
no need to make a big deal of it. How long was I reVeRying
for?”
“About thirty seconds, I’d say.”
“Is that all? I was afraid it might be worse. There were
door knows how many citizens’ motions, we just kept
going around and around…”
“So what was the upshot?” Fabro asks, without
bothering to look at his own SIT.
“Batteries are still going to be free.”
He turns to look at KatK, victoriously.
“See, what did I tell you?”
“Bioomers…” KatK sighs.
“So, where was I?” Fabro wonders out loud, ignoring the
teen’s disappointment.
He holds his palm up to a scanner to to open his
personal drawer, and takes out a bioost-patch that he sticks
on his upper arm. Using them as often as he does has
attenuated the effect, making it more of a gentle pat on the
back than a powerful shot in the arm.
“Oh right, the robot. I’m sure I can make it work!”
“Did you change the batteries?” Atale checks, sipping
her kharo.
With a huge grin, Fabro turns towards her and snaps his
fingers, “Clever woman…”
“Get ‘em while you can… before they start charging for
them,” KatK mutters grouchily.
“Can I have one too, Dad? Kubu’s tired, he worked hard
today.”
Passing his hand in front of another scanner, Fabro pulls
some throbbingly blue quartzes out of a pretty box that
popped up. He tosses the packaging in the recycler and a

pair of batteries to his daughter, replaces the the ones in
the robot chef, following the directions displayed over the
countertop, while dancing the whole time to music that he
alone can hear.
“Still doesn’t work!” he says cheerfully, amused by this
new failure.
“Leave it, I’ll take care of it,” Atale says peremptorily as
she stands up, annoyed by her husband’s glaring lack of
autonomy.”
“I yield to the pro!”
“Mum, you have to figure it out, or else Dad’s going to
turn it into another sculpture.”
Onyx raises her head briefly towards the recycled-metal
figurines that her father makes in his spare time. A hobby
that he has actually shown a certain talent for. Scattered
around the flat’s front room, they take up all of the rare
spots that aren’t multi-functional in the optimized space,
like the corners or on the thickest part of the counter.
The girl isn’t distracted for long, because she’s invented
a new game. As soon as she touches the criarunes with a
battery, they freeze with a dull squeak, their fur standing
on end from the static electricity. So on top of being
absolutely adorable, the criarunes are screamingly funny,
too.
Onyx challenges herself to see if she can get the fur on
all nine criarunes that she brought back from Nyvenn’s to
stand up at once. She goes from one to the other as fast as
she can, but every time, the mini-manes flop back down
before she can do them all. Giggling like mad, she goes
faster and faster, caught up by her slightly cruel game to
the point of forgetting to be discreet.
Atale wonders who gave her daughter the new toys,
minibots capable of coming together in geometric shapes.
Must be Fabro, who’s always looking for new ways to keep

their daughter occupied.
Atale sighs. She’s been missing out on too much lately.
She’s been working later and later at Domix, because the
corpo’s under pressure. She tried to reVeRy to work,
but… it’s mission impossible in this one-room flat. They
should move, but rents have gone prohibitively high. They
can’t really complain; they’ve got everything they need. But
KatK’s old enough to want their own room, and if they
had a place big enough for a study, Atale could work from
home sometimes.
She’s angling for a promotion, which is why she’s
working so hard. Unfortunately, management doesn’t
seem to agree with her that autonomous robots are the
future. Old myths die hard, and people are still obsessed
with the idea that independent robots might suddenly
decide to eliminate their creators. Shozen entrust their lives
to dead people who have been turned into AI, but they’re
afraid of androids? Ridiculous! Her hands flat on the
counter, Atale shoots daggers at the machine that is
stubbornly refusing to work. In order to be able to bring
work home, she came up with the excuse of a robot chef
to help her husband prepare the family’s meals. Pretty lame,
she knows…
The real question is: it is all worth it? Is all her hard work
ever going to pay off? She’d love to be sure, but the answer
isn’t binary, nothing ever is, Kat’s right about that much.
The girls are growing up so fast, KatK’s going to be leaving
home soon – if they ever agree to getting inSITed –gone
before Atale can really build a strong bond with her. And
at the rate she’s going, she’s going to miss Onyx’s
childhood too.
And what about Fabro in all of that?
She turns to look at her husband, who has slipped an
ultrasound cutting glove onto one hand. Still dancing away,

he slices up a block of fish and peels some vegetables
“from a small farmer I know,” he says with a wink.
Meaning they’re un-authorized crops grown on Mantris’s
giant roof. He cuts it all up in auto mode, barely looking,
at a speed the robot isn’t about to match any time soon.
She’s lucky to have him; he takes good care of everything,
and he’s easy going, considerate and always in a good
mood.
If only he weren’t so annoyingly nice all the time! She’s
fed up with being the one who always has to say “no” to
the girls.
With a long sigh, she turns to the robot. Surely she can
get it to work, can’t she? If not, it’s going to wind up on a
shelf next to Fabro’s sculptures, and she’s going to be the
one to punch dents into it, even if that means she has to
put her exoskeleton on.
“Wow, it was rilly-rilly close actually!”
When KatK looks up from the screen, Coal notifications
are streaming down her cheeks like tears.
“45% in favour of making people cough up some dosh
for batteries.”
“Rilly?” Fabro exclaims. His ironic tone of voice
contradicting his real concern.
He’ll never change, Atale thinks with another sigh,
always hiding what he really thinks.
It drives her around the bend when he does that!
“It’s a good thing you were summoned then, darling.”
“Think again. I voted for charging for them.”
“What?!?”
For once, the style and the substance of what her
husband is saying match. Atale gets a guilty sense of
satisfaction from that.
“Seriously?” KatK asks, taken aback.
“No, your mum’s kidding.”

“Stop it, Fabro. Stop thinking for other people, it makes
you look foolish.”
The spouses stare at each other: he with his glove
hovering over the vegetable peels; she with one hand on
the out-of-order robot, their eyes dealing harsh blows. A
fight that stuns KatK with its sudden, brutal violence…
even if neither one of them has so much as lifted a finger
“Check this out!” Onyx suddenly squeals, back still
turned to her family, headphones still cut.
Fabro lowers his eyes first.
“If anyone had tried to tell me that, I would have laughed
in their face,” he spits out between clenched teeth.
“Think about it for a second! As long as batteries are free,
robots haven’t got a chance to become independent.
They’ll remain slaves fed for free, instruments of the Noria.
No rights, except to be sent for recycling.”
“You and your autonomous robot project…”
“At least I have one!”
“You know what? I do, too! The one we committed to
when we got married, remember? Raising a family!”
“Because I’m not raising this family?”
“And what will happen to us if they start charging for
batteries?”
“For door’s sake! I’m the one who brings a pay check
home, right? So I’m in a position to know that we don’t
have any end-of-cycle problems!”
Fabro slams his hands onto the counter. The ultrasound
glove is still on, making his arm shake with anger.
“Look, they’re so funny!” Onyx says excitedly, staring at
the hirsute criarunes, whose fur is starting to glow from all
that electrification.
KatK steps quietly away from her parents and goes to
join her little sister.
“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Fabro spits out. “I

don’t care if we have to live in an assigned flat and eat pills
instead of real food for the rest of our days, as long as we’re
together. But how are we going to pay for On’s
treatments?”
“What treatments? You mean that stuff you subject her
to even though she never asked for it, instead of helping
her develop her self-confidence?”
Stop, just shut up, Atale warns herself.
“But we’ve talked about it… we agreed.”
“You agreed. Did my opinion actually matter?”
Stop! This is going to go downhill, fast, is that really what you
want?
“I did discuss it with you. Or I tried to anyway. You
never have time…”
“Excuse me for having a job… unlike you!”
Stop it, that’s a shitty thing to say!”
But something inside Atale has broken, snapped under
the weight of an overflow of everything that’s keeping her
from listening to her husband, who’s worried; to her own
inner voice, which is raising an alarm; to Onyx, who’s
shouting and Kat, who’s keeping her mouth shut when it’s
always the other way around… That alone should be
enough to freak her out and get her to shut up, but no,
enough is enough, she’s fed up.
“Since you seem available, let’s talk right now,” Fabro
suggests, crossing his arms over his chest to keep from
exploding.”
“If you want… I’m game.”
“Fine, I’m listening.”
“What you’re doing isn’t doing a chip of good. You
should have realized that a long time ago.”
Fabro takes it on the chin, stoically.
Lips tightly pursed, KatK sinks down next to her sister.
Her skin has gone dull, with all her screens off – that never

happens. Next to her, but inside her criarunes bubble,
Onyx is roaring with laughter, totally impervious to the
family storm raging around her.
Atale is boiling, like the stupid robot should, if only it
decided to work. Why is everybody staying so calm when
she feels so awful? Even Sphax is hovering around the girls
as though everything were fine. Nobody else gives a chip,
is that it? Does she have to shout louder to make herself
heard?
So she ploughs ahead.
“You want to control everything, so I let you. But for
Onyx, you’re going too far. You’re torturing the poor child,
selling her hope that doesn’t exist. You don’t want her to
get better, you want to be rid of a problem. If you went a
little easier on the bioosts, you might notice.”
The worst part is that deep inside her, Atale doesn’t
really believe what she’s saying. Or only a little. But she
needs to shake him out of his complacency, get him to
open his eyes! She feels like the dam that’s keeping the
whole family from getting flooded, the kettle under
pressure from her supervisors, and the eyedropper keeping
track of the everyday chores. All that water is starting to
feel very heavy, and Fabro doesn’t seem to notice anything
but his own efforts. Try as she may to refute the idea of
depression, the beast has laid its eggs.
She chases those thoughts out of her head, and goes
back to what she was saying.
“Even Kat is more mature than you are. At least she’s
fighting for what she believes in, doing what she can to
make a place for herself in the world. Her own place, the
one she deserves. She’s active, determined, like her
mother… But you… You just…”
Don’t do it. Please don’t say another word… You’re going to lose
him. You’re going to lose all three of them…

If this isn’t burn-out, then where is the cancer of rage
coming from… the one that metastasizing in her guts,
eating at her throat and creating a vacuum inside her that’s
letting all of her air out, like a leak on a space station
releasing the oxygen into space and sucking everything else
out with it?
Atale wants desperately to reach out and wipe away the
fog on her husband’s emotion screen. She’s done it
hundreds of times before, she loves doing it, but she hasn’t
got the strength. The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak,
as though her body’s batteries were all drained.
“Kat, look! C’mon, look!”
With a battery in each hand, Onyx is switching frantically
from one criarune to the next. The little critters have been
inundated with energy, saturated with all the different
electricities in the atmosphere: from the quartz batteries,
the argument, her mum’s outpouring of anger, KatK’s
funk at seeing her parents really trying to hurt each other
for the first time in her life, Onyx’s excitement and more.
And then, after a staggeringly long, ear-piercingly shrill
shriek, it all stops. Total black-out. Complete, absolute,
total black-out.
Everything in the flat fails, starting with the lights and
the hologram that acts as a window on what’s actually a
solid wall. The droning of the kitchen appliances stops, the
countertop interface isn’t working, the memory form
furniture retracts into sleep mode, knocking everything off
the counter and tables: groceries, odds and ends that had
been tossed on the table, Fabro’s sculptures and all the rest.
The front door bolt shoots into place, locking them
inside.
The Lag’Chuos are suddenly imprisoned in their own
apartment. Unmoving. Swallowed up by darkness. A slight
buzzing in their ears.

Eyes wide open, Onyx is staring at the only light source
left. Floating in front of her, slightly above the ground: the
flickering, brightly coloured rune made by the criarunes.

18.1
17 SECONDS

Julian had dedicated his entire existence to overcoming death.
Which makes perfect sense, since death is what gave him life.
His brother, Adrian, having died during the Heroes’ War, his
parents wanted to raise another only son. Their sorrow was
too great, they needed a replacement, a second chance, a way
for everything to be the same.
But like anything ersatz, Julian turned out to be a
disappointment, not enough like him – the other, the older
brother he never knew, but in whose shadow he grew up. His
parents’ disappointment gradually segued into awkwardness
and regrets, then suffering and rejection… The boy spent his
entire childhood straitjacketed by an idealized statue that was
too narrow for his growing body and constantly getting
plastered over at the slightest change by parents growing ever
more annoyed at having to endlessly repeat the task. A
carbsteel chrysalis, as cold and hard as a tomb.
So Julian started driving and flying every possible vehicle.
Signing up for the most dangerous races, he hoped to shatter
against a wall that would finally break his chains, yet he would
always avoid the obstacle at the last micro-moment of a
superlative trajectory. His victories engendered glory and long-

lasting fame on the network: pale imitations of the legend
surrounding Adrian, who died a hero.
Life was so painful; he was bound to have wound up
encountering death – the kind of accidental suicide that you
find at the end of absolute risk – if it hadn’t been for Arhax.
Thanks to having met him, Julian learned to accept death
instead of fleeing it. Death? “La petite mort”, the little death
that you yield to with delight is more like it.
“Arhaxxx… “
Barefoot on the mirrored tile floor, naked beneath his
bathrobe, Julian pads over like a feline. He has never felt so
alive. An old tune is playing in the room open to the highaltitude winds, an ancient, romantic melody, a ballad so
appealingly plain and simple that only those backward
Arkhantans could come up with it.
He leans one temple against his lover’s back: his lover; his
absolute, true love; the love of his life. Shivering in body and
soul, he strokes Arhax’s face, letting his hand wander over the
cusp between the flesh and the ceramet implant. Arhax is Janus,
his half-man, half-myth. The contact is an intoxicating cocktail
shaken with sweet, savoury and salacious effects.
“Your metal…”
Julian presses his hips firmly, almost brutally, against Arhax’s
buttocks. Then, in time to the archaic music, he rubs his hips
gently left-right, right-left, sharing the imperious desire that
has him possessed. Arhax arches his back a little, then more,
then passionately, a competitive thrill running all the way
through him, like a teaser for the pleasures that await them.
Arhax turns around slowly, deliberately imposing his rhythm,
asserting his role as the one in charge of their relationship. He
wants to keep the pleasure bobbing. He wants to keep the
desire throbbing.

He grabs a fistful of Julian’s hair, jerks the younger man’s
head back, clearly sensing his pleasurable pain, then lets go,
whispering, “Kiss me, my beau…”
Bursting with desire, Julian touches his wet tongue to
Arhax’s neck, then licks his earlobe with happy little dabs.
The foamy gurgling of his saliva irreparably increases
Arhax’s desire, his need to be held, his impatience with
preliminaries, his thirst to bite, his hunger for flesh, for
possessing that muscular body sculpted out of rage.
Arhax grabs the youth’s chin with soft firmness, a carnal
oxymoron to remind him who holds the reins in their pair.
“Have you ever been afraid, Julian?”
“Afraid? What would I be afraid of ?”
He laughs sincerely. The question seems absurd.
“Of ‘who’ is more like it… Of me, for instance?”
The expression on Arhax’s face abruptly turns so icy that
Julian shuts down his laughter.
“It’s true… I am afraid. Afraid that you might leave me some
day.”
“You are so… cute.”
And since he can’t wait any longer, Arhax feverishly
penetrates Julian’s mouth with his erect tongue.
The younger man lays his trembling hand on the back of
Arhax’s head, then presses his own mouth firmly against his.
Two stones striking sparks and lighting blazing infernos. Their
teeth meet furtively, their tongues cavort, their saliva blends
together, their members go taut, their pelvises sway in
harmony. Crevices filles, they take flight without fleeing.
The suddenly, Arhax stops. He pushes his handsome athlete
away, wiping his mouth on his arm, offering him a mysterious,
impenetrable smile that takes pleasure in not being understood.
Julian falls apart. He knows about the pall that shadows

Arhax, flaking his demigod-like, ancient sculptural beauty. He
can be hard to manage sometimes, like any great man
constrained by the pettiness of his time. But things had got
off to such a good start…
All at once, the music stops and is replaced with a crackling
radio-conversation, a tonality that’s even more out-dated than
the Arkhantan melody.
“This is Aquila 1. Confirm contact at 272.”
“This is Aquila 2. Contact confirmed, Commander.
Identification by on-board AI: adult giant eagle.”
Eyes popping, Julian gets it. It’s the voices of the pilots on
the day of the attack against the Wall of Bones! The ones
Arhax heard when he was at the Appologium, while Julian’s
flesh-and-blood self was on one of the two aircraft. A huge
risk, far from any possibility of rescue, but a necessary risk in
order to establish com outside the Noria’s network.
“It’s one hell of a beast, Commander, permission to fire?”
“Negative. Repeat: negative. We’re on recon, not op. Fly
zero-three-zero, get away… My chip! What just happened?
Who fired?”
He had: Julian. He shot the eagle, right in the eye, blasting a
hole through his head from one side to the other.
Arhax smiles, just a half-smile but with a full measure of
pride. In Julian’s courage, in the boundless obliviousness he
demonstrated with that bold strike. A real hothead, with
blazing movements. Arhax grabs Julian’s hand, guiding it
ardently to the ring of their sexual throes.
Julian is overwhelmed, cut to the quick by the grace and
delicacy of the gift. His man is worthy of everything he feels
about him. Nothing shy of grandiose. They’re going to make
love in the midst of war. Fall on each other to the sound of
their enemies being felled. And that turns him on, hard core.

No need to say so, his quivering body speaks for itself.
Arhax leans over a silver platter overflowing with bioosts
that’s next to the bed with its transparent sheets. He takes a
short straw between his thumb and index finger, and, in one
fell swoop, he sniffs up a line of orange powder, a zipline of
groans, a whiplash to eternity, just for the thrill.
Julian removes Arhax’s emotion-fabric bathrobe. He covers
the fifty-something-year-old man’s body with kisses. It isn’t as
firm as it was in his youth, the skin is sagging a little around
the muscles, their asperities have been worn down by age,
becoming hillocks, but his fascinating member is still as stiff
as a weapon you want to shove inside your mouth to blow your
brains out. Without holding back any more, he clamps onto it
until he chokes. Arhax arches but doesn’t break, releasing an
endless groan, witness to the pleasure that has overtaken him,
squeezing his magnetic-mouthed man’s neck with the salt of
sadism.
In a final burst of lucidity, the patrician launches the holosequence so that it splatters the screen-sheets. The images
recorded at the Wall play across the cloth. Plasma shots, wild
explosions, the clatter of crushing metal and collapsing
rocks… the metronome beat of the war drums setting the
rhythm for their hearts pounding in unison.
Arhax restrains the excited young man’s feverish movements.
He can tell that if he doesn’t rein things in, they won’t be
synchronized with the attack. And he absolute wants all of the
hostilities to have a simultaneous apotheosis. So he calms his
warrior’s fierce ardour.
“Whoa, whoa… My turn…”
Flipping Julian over, he grabs his beautifully firm butt,
pinching it ‘til he draws blood; bites the back of his neck;
presses the palm of his hand onto the endless arch of his back,

pushing his thumb down hard on Julian’s pointy coccyx; sucks
his fingers; feels cascades of shivers flowing down his own
spine at the sight of the small of the younger man’s back,
resisting release until the absolute climax. He possesses his
man, instinctively increasing the violence of his thrusting hips,
staring in fascination at his own piston appearing and
disappearing into the open flesh.
One inside the other, haunted by a bestial need to possess
each other without thinking about anything, they notch
together as perfectly as the skeletons in the Wall of Bones,
clinging to each other as tightly as the brambles binding the
bones. They love each other, re-enacting and rejoicing in the
incident at the border. Instinctively. Mechanically. Savagely.
Kisses like rogue waves on fire, like furious hydraulic presses.
Their erogenous zones are landmines blown up in broad
daylight by the dynamite of emotion.
Drool from groans of agony and pleasure.
Explosion of orgasms.
Virile, viral possession, dependence, splicing of bodies.
The scent of toxins released with the noise of the bombs
exploding on, in and under the sheets.
Then suddenly, the explosion, the implosion, the Wall of
Bones is blown to bits; bodies shredded, they reek of sex, their
thrusts are violent, rows of missiles, will o’ the wisp of la petite
mort, seminal liquor that can make you a man…
Exactly as in the scene playing out on the sheets, they are
disconnected from the Noria, refusing reVeRy the better to
revel. Whose leg is that, which dick is whose? In near-perfect
union, the two men come together with shrieks of pleasure
that it would be crazy to hold in…
A moment later – an hour, a century, who can tell? – Arhax
watches Julian get out of bed. It strikes him that the young

man has the most beautiful butt in the world, just like in the
statues of ancient gods dotting the corridors of the corpo. He
envies Julian’s youth, his naïve confidence, the freshness of his
feelings, the firmness of his body, the musky taste of his skin.
You’d think he’d just stepped out of a spa treatment, while he,
Arhax, is still panting, pupils dilated and tongue scuzzy.
Julian rummages through the contents of the silver platter,
pushing away mood enhancers, energizers, poppers and
toppers… he prefers Arhax’s impassioned whoppers.
Because he wants to remember this forever, he’s looking for
a specific bioost: Memento Mori. A black-and-flame vial shaped
like a mortar shell. His fingers finally close over it, a little
nervously, but mostly with impatience.
Entirely naked, the young god heads towards the terrace
overlooking Mantris from the top of the spectacular façade of
ROMA. The building is the only one out of the citycontinent’s whole uninterrupted skyline that’s been built
around statue, of a warrior in an exoskeleton. Without the
extraordinary resistance of albemet, a revolutionary metal, the
2,000-foot tall behemoth would never be able to stand on its
own two feet. The building forms a semi-circle behind it. The
windows compose a giant screen, creating a backdrop for the
effigy of ROMA, providing it with an equally gargntuan setting.
Headquarters worthy of Arhax. Of HIS Arhax.
On the terrace, Julian turns around to look at his lover, still
sprawled out on the bed. The carnaged sheets are a battlefield.
Julian is handsome, he’s happy, he’s never looked so serene and
peaceful. He pulls the stopper from the instant-memory bottle
then holds it up to Arhax’s gaze for several long seconds. His
hand is trembling a little, even though he’s sure of himself.
Perhaps more so than he’s ever been before.
When he realizes what Julian has in his hand, the patrician

man props himself up on one elbow, suddenly alert. Only then
does Julian tip his head back and flood one unblinking eye with
drops. Memento Mori.
The instant-memory bioost is going to engrave their
lovemaking in his memory forever. Set it like a sublime
diamond over the cold, hard stone of his reminiscences. This
moment will be screwed into his mind, spiral after spiral,
carving out an eternal home at the cost of other memories:
from childhood, his first bot party… images of his hated and
worshipped brother, his unforgettable friends, first lovers, and
all those precious flashes from his races and victories.
It’s impossible to know what will be erased, which memories
will be destroyed to preserve this one. Him. Indelibly. For
Julian, it doesn’t matter any more: it’s not a sacrifice, it’s a
demonstration of love, unimpeachable proof. A prime and
primary action, not sweet nothings that could be wiped out as
easily as reformatting a disk. A declaration. Memento Mori.
Don’t forget you’re going to die.
Arhax feels his spinal column vibrating like a low-frequency
quartz. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, disconcerted by his
crazy lover’s extremism. Put their relationship before
everything else? It’s so powerful, so unexpected, so beautiful,
so totally extreme, so… Julian! So absolutely him.
Arhax wouldn’t be capable of doing something like that
himself; he knows it, feels it in his bones. He could pretend
that he’s waiting for the right moment, but he’d be lying. What
moment could possibly be righter than this one? Julian’s right
there, offering himself entirely, standing on the balcony, his
hips alternately veiled and revealed by the alumine curtains
fluttering in the breeze. His feline stature is a silhouette cut
into the backlighting. Head tipped back, shoulders relaxed, he’s
madly calm and collected, his body shimmering with pleasure

sweat. This exact instant is perfection: marvellous, obvious
perfection. A golden ratio.
Scratched like a DALEK body by a grain of sand, Arhax is
soaking up the scene as best he can. He’s listening to Julian’s
breath from 50 feet away. It’s a long, ample movement, filling
his lungs with the wind that, at this altitude, is gusting
powerfully over the terrace. Unconsciously, his own breath
falls into pace with Julian’s joyful one as he tries to imagine the
memory of their loving warfare searing itself into Julian’s mind,
rooting his phenomenal pleasure there permanently. He’d like
to be inside him right then, to feel what he felt, to be himself
seen by him.
If he were to become him, would he feel the memory
synapses closing like armoured doors to a past that is
disappearing already? Memento. Would he take that one-way,
irreversible tunnel that closes behind you as you go? Mori.
The breath he perceives is suddenly twice as quick, as
though…
It takes Arhax a moment to acknowledge that something
strange is going on, and when he finally integrates the alert, he
overreacts: with its easy-to-recognize hormonal signature, the
anxiety-followed-by-panic affect deploys his exoskeleton from
his forearm, setting off a cascade of offensive/defensive
measures. His retinal disks glitter with a phantom presence in
glitch mode.
Arhax blinks to memorize the trajectory, and the micromissile is shot off.
Only Julian is standing less than 100 feet away from him. His
neuronal implant brings the reaction time down to 0.04
seconds, to which you have to add 5/100 of a second to
magnetize the barrel. Locking onto the target and making sure
Julian doesn’t get hit claims 0.17 seconds more. The time the

hyper-speed missile takes to reach its target is negligible,
considering the distance.
“No…”
Julian has turned around, an indecipherable expression on
his face, a bloody smile stretching across his throat.
“No-o-o-o…”
Arhax’s brain is sizzling like a server hacked with a highfrequency attack. Everything’s coming in, nothing’s. Going out.
Julian has just committed suicide. He’s been killed. It’s just
make-up. A game? Red. A test. What was that disappearing
apparition?
“NO!”
The young man’s legs are giving out beneath him. He doesn’t
keel over, instead he’s sliding slowly down the picture window,
splattering it with brief bubbles ejected from his slit-open
carotid artery.
“NO-O-O!”
Arhax finally emerges from his paralysis. He reboots. The
legs of his exoskeleton unfold so violently that they kick a hole
in the footboard of the bed before taking off. In a single leap,
he crashes through the windowpane, catching Julian before he
hits the ground. Twinkling shards of glass scatter his stillsmiling face.
The blood is real, not make-up. It's the only thing Arhax is
capable of assimilating.
“Aaarggh… ?”
“I’m here, handsome, first aid is on its way.”
The exoskeleton already sent for it… the moment the panicaffect was detected, in fact.
Estimated time until arrival: 36 seconds.
Correction: 53 seconds.
“They’ll be here in a minute.”

Julian’s floating, his lips red from too much haemoglobin
make-up.
“This is the first time…”
“The first time for what?”
“… I’ve ever been cold.”
Instructions are scrolling over his retinal disk. Reassuring
things to day – screw that! – first-aid measures to take: yes!
Raise wounded area. Press on the wound with a cloth.
Estimated time until arrival: 41 seconds.
Julian’s going to die.
Arhax props his lover up, laying his head on his lap. Then he
starts scrounges for the slightest scrap of cloth, yanks the
alumine curtain off its rod, then tosses it aside. Who still has
any bleeping CLOTH at home any more???
He places his hand over Julian’s throat, but the blood keeps
pouring between the thick damned fingers of the accursed exo
that can crush metal but can’t stop all that liquid from spurting.
I’m begging you, do something, no, you can’t do that, don’t
press too hard, you’ll suffocate him, please, let him live, I’m
begging you, I’ll do whatever you want, but not that, no, not
that…
Estimated time until arrival: 17 seconds.
The blood is spurting less and less powerfully, Julian’s chest
is sparkling with shards of glass, his body twitching in fits and
starts. He arches his throat to try to speak, but only blood
comes out; he’s spewing red anti-freeze as his silent tongue
writhes.
Arhax lays him down over the carpet of broken glass.
The vial of Memento Mori is slipping out of Julian’s hand;
Arhax sees it glimmering and grabs it. Then he raises it to his
eyes, staring at Julian, waving it at him like a trophy, a treasure,
the ultimate proof, a crazy deed that he can do, too, he can do

it for him, too, he’s going to do it, he does it, “Look, Julian,
look!” he gives his eye an enormous squirt of instant-memory
serum and presses his face down eye-to-eye with Julian’s,
pressing onto the gaze that’s fading away, onto the pupil that’s
still dilating in an ocean of green and blue iris as vast as the
spinning world.
“I’ll never forget you, Julian, never ever forget you. I… I…
love you too, I love you…”
He said it. For the first time in his life.
For the last.
He did it.
Estimated time until arrival: 4 seconds.
Julian is dead.
The human brain is the most marvellous machine of all –
even Robotics have no choice but to admit that. It’s got an
incredible capacity for adaptation when faced with tragedy.
That in-between moment, the relic of a mental state too
fleeting to be recorded on any memory card. It’s because he
doesn’t want to believe it; not out of cowardice, it has nothing
to do with courage, it’s just that the mind, the soul, the
consciousness – call it what you will – protects itself, shunting
the obvious away, securing the doors and shutters while the
hurricane devastates everything, even if that lasts only a few
seconds. Seconds that are like a ream of eternities.
Only this hurricane is too strong, too sudden, too… endless.
Horrifyingly, like Julian’s glacial silence.
Julian’s throat slit, Arhax howls the agonizing death rattle.
His face is deformed like an albemet girder in a fire. His cry
is unspeakably violent, a howl that can tear matter and wring
your guts.
Julian is dead. He killed himself. Or he’s been murdered. He
doesn’t know any more, doesn’t want to know. Doesn’t want

to acknowledge it.
It’s impossible.
Julian’s going to wake up, blink at him, burst out laughing,
rays of light will shimmer around his eyes still damp from the
memory bioost souvenir. He’s going to stand up, skipping
around like criarune, come over to Arhax, hold him gently in
his arms. They’re going to make love again. Arhax will find the
courage to say I love you, too, I love you, again. I took the
Memento Mori, too. So now you can never leave. It’s over, you
can’t ever leave again, not ever.
Julian is lying in a puddle of blood.
Arhax bursts out laughing, he’s drooling and spitting,
buckets of tears are drowning his eyes and diluting the bioost,
sobs of rage are making him sick, he kisses Julian’s lips, grabs
his head and shakes it, hard.
“Wake up!”
Ravaged by rage, gripping broken glass in his fists, Arhax
cuts his unprotected palms, but the pain is like nothing.
He searches the floor. Finds the memory vial and chugs it
over and over. White foam is oozing from between his tightly
clenched teeth. He doesn’t ever want to forget what just
happened, not ever, ever, ever. He squeezes the vial so tight
that it bursts between his steel fingers, the bioost splashing into
his bloodshot eyes, mixing with his tears. He is hatred,
madness, triple pain incarnate. He is love, too, indivisible.
The memory crystallizes, cracking like metal cooling too
quickly, swallowing up years of fickle, insignificant life to be
frozen in this moment of suffering and love as pure as a
diamond.
A DALEK lands on the roof. Two Meditechs hit the ground
running straight towards the shattered window.
At that precise moment, Arhax isn’t a man. He’s a sheet of

glass balanced on edge in a strong wind. Then suddenly, the
memory diamond incises him, cutting him to the quick.

18.2

“Just who do you think you’re speaking to, Lynn?”
The Ordinator is glaring at the Genetic in charge of the
humanitarian camp. She feels like he’s staring her in the eye,
when they’re actually 300 miles apart. He’s being careful not to
let his eyes wander over towards Kora, who’s waiting offcamera. The news the warrior has brought back is worrisome,
enough so that he got in touch with the head of Operation
Atom immediately.
Even though it’s coming from the Rift, the connection is
irreproachable. Lynn’s ivory skin, transmitted perfectly, looks
like a ceramic mask. It’s so smooth and shiny that the
Ordinator can see his own image reflected in it – he feels like
he’s seeing himself double.
“You’re not in front of the Board of Directors of Kyotech,
now,” the Noria’s spokesperson says in a sharp tone of voice.
“So spare us the speechifying for investors and just answer my
question: where do things stand with Operation Atom?”
Three hundred miles away, Lynn is struggling to stay calm.
Worry lines are starting to mar the smooth surface of her face.
The Ordinator feels like he can hear it cracking. Lynn clears
her throat before answering.
“As I was saying, we…”
“You have one hundred words. Don’t waste them.”

“We are… set up next to the largest ‘city’ in the Rift, which
can be described as a corrugated-tin-roofed shanty town with
no running water or electricity. The easiest solution would be
to build a new city with hospitals, schools and decent housing
and infrastructure. The operation is moving ahead, but the
robot breakdown rate is significantly higher than expected.
The Robotics are replacing the defective elements much too
slowly, so the work is delayed. We need to use local labour, but
it’s hard to find skilled Nay-Dams, and…”
“Your hundred words are almost up, and I have yet to hear
anything but a litany of problems and excuses. You’re going to
have to do better than that, Lynn. Better and faster: the Malkah
is coming to visit the worksite.”
“What?!? But it’s way too soon!”
“You’ll tell her so personally when she’s there. Next
progress-report meeting: tomorrow, same time. I want a
detailed action plan with a precise schedule.”
The Ordinator cuts off the call without waiting for a reply
from his correspondent. The situation truly sucks stylene juice,
and he doesn’t have the time or the energy to be reassuring.
Lynn’s career hangs on Operation Atom. She volunteered for
it, so it’s time to step up to the plate and get it done.
“The situation isn’t precisely as you described it,” Kora
corrects him in a neutral tone of voice, without a trace of
criticism. “In more accurate terms, Ambassador Shakti is
working on convincing the Malkah to visit the Rift, but the
Sculpted Throne hasn’t officially decided yet.”
The Ordinator shoots the entirely black-eyed warrior a harsh
look. His severity melts in response to that emotionless face
that’s like a mask of skin stretched over a metal skull. When
Lynn’s forebears carefully selected the features of her
porcelain face, they sacrificed expressiveness on the altar of

beauty. Kora didn’t choose anything: her skeleton was entirely
covered with ceramet, and her skin woven with carbsteel when
her villainous uncle decided to turn her into a living robot.
Lynn flaunts a cold humanity, believing she is a better person;
Kora’s humanity was dipped in a bath of liquid helium to
freeze it, immortalize it, and, ultimately, eliminate it from the
equation.
And yet, the Ordinator still feels like Kora is more truly alive
than Lynn.
Unlike Lynn, the warrior is physically present in Mantris. The
politician received her in his personal office, which looks like
a museum dedicated to Arkhante. Extravagant musical
instruments, spell books with parchment pages and handmade jewellery crowd the shelves of wooden cupboards
purchased from Nyvenn’s boutique. Any other Mantri would
find the look decadent, but not the Ordinator. He wants to be
familiar with his opponents’ culture, to steep himself in their
arts and customs. It builds bridges between Arkhante and him,
making it easier to communicate with their leaders… or to
manipulate them.
The Ordinator pours himself a glass of an amber liqueur
from the pirate-city of Alvilid – one of the may facets of
Arkhantan art. He sniffs the heady scents rising from it – too
strong for his nasal filters – allowing himself to enjoy the
intoxicating scent of oblivion the beverage promises but not
to yield to it.
“I know, Kora. It’s just that Shakti has complicated the
situation, and it’s up to me to sort it out. And if I have to shake
Lynn up a little bit to achieve that, then so be it.”
“Have I contributed to complicating the situation too?”
“How so?”
“My mission consists in spying on Ambassador Shakti’s

activities for you.”
“And you’ve done your job.”
“Except that it would seem that my report didn’t arrive as
soon as you would have liked…”
“… because you wanted it to be as complete as possible.
Remind me: you convinced Shakti to send you to the Rift to
bring images back and convince the Malkah to go there,
right?”
“Affirmative.”
“Which not only enabled you to find out more about the
ambassador’s intentions, it also gave you an excuse to report
to me in person.”
“Affirmative.”
“Well I call that some bleeping good spy work. So why are
you getting your chips in a twist?”
Kora takes a good look at the Ordinator, who is the only
person who can stand not to turn away from her gaze.
“The clemency you’re granting me, Sir, contrasts strangely
with the harshness of your behaviour towards Lynn. Why is
that?”
The Ordinator allows himself a fiery swig before he answers.
As comfortable as he is with speechifying, he has no idea how
to explain the attachment he feels for this poor kid who was
crushed by a vile family. Is it because their paths were so
similar? Or because if he can save Kora, it means he might be
able to save Sathyne?
In the end of the day, is he really acting in empathy, or is it
just self-interest?
He doesn’t have time to figure it out: an absolute medical
emergency has been set off at ROMA headquarters.
That kind of procedure is only triggered for a bigwig, and in
unpredictable circumstances. It’s the sign the Ordinator has

been waiting for, proof that the Malkah’s assassin has just
struck in the heart of Mantris.
ROMA. Arhax’s place. So he’s the one who ordered the
attack on Arkhante in the middle of the Appologium.
Solis was not mistaken. She has indirectly identified the
guilty party for him.
The emergency system overrules all of the corpo’s firewalls
and protections. The point is to put the Meditechs in control
of all of the equipment they might to need to tend to the
wounded person. It’s the price of saving a life.
The Ordinator refuses to miss a chance like this.
The arrival time is initially announced at 36 seconds. With
an order from the Noria, he switches it to 53 seconds. That
extra time will allow the Archivist to deploy everything at his
disposal to find proof that it actually was Arhax. He’s
wounded, the Mantrices are going to strip him to the bone.
That’s the AIs’ job. The Ordinator has assigned himself a
different task: capturing the assassin sent by the Malkah. And
he’s going to need help for that.
Kora’s presence is something of a miracle. Synchronicity,
more precisely.
> ® Priority Channel | KORA ∆ Security \ Noria >
> Kora, I have a mission for you, tracking down a
dangerous individual.
> Yes, Sir!
> I’ll guide you. And you’ll be escorted by the Matricial
Guard.
> Too slow. Solo operation more efficient.
The Ordinator had instinctively switched to SIT mode, since
dialogue is faster that way. Having started in the office, the
conversation had already gone remote, since Kora had headed
for the exit even before she knew who the target was. She had

opened a direct connection to her neuronal implant that
allowed the Ordinator to see through her eyes, to
communicate directly – mind to mind – and to interact as
efficiently as a persona.
Kora trusts the Ordinator more than she trusts herself,
remotely guided, the warrior is brought by supersonic lift to a
private hangar where a stealth aircraft is waiting. The vehicle
lifts off the instant her sole is off the ground.
Slaloming between Mantris’s skyscrapers at a speed of 250
mph towards ROMA. Between its optical camouflage system,
its ultra-silent magnetic engines and its thermal insulation, it is
completely undetectable.
With one eye shared with Kora and the other on the screens
that have materialized all around him, the Ordinator is
watching the surveillance video hacked by the Mantrices to
make sure the corpos doesn’t see them coming. Watching
ROMA’s internal-cam footage, he realizes he’s made a mistake.
Arhax isn’t the victim. His lover, Julian, is.
He watches the young man’s death in real time. The first-aid
squad arrives moments too late. Those few seconds he granted
to the Archivist were a death sentence for the Robotic. Arhax’s
death wouldn’t have affected the Ordinator – any war-like
decision is going to have a price, and the coin is often blood.
Julian’s death, on the other hand, leaves an unpleasant taste in
his mouth. Whatever the reason, collateral victims are simply
not acceptable. Ever. He didn’t kill Julian, he knows that. But
he did let him die.
Pulling himself together, an alert catches his eye while he’s
chasing his remorse away. He pushes the other displays out of
the way, and zooms in on the one the Archivist has pointed
out to him.
> ®Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >

> The data from ROMA presents a statistical anomaly. A
technical room was opened twice in under 29 minutes for
random maintenance, when the average frequency is 48
days.
A holographic map shows the corpo’s building, instantly
recognizable thanks to the oversized statue on the façade.
Focussing repeatedly, as though his eyelids were beating like
butterfly wings, he zooms in on a small basement room. A
windowless room with a single door. No video cam – no
reason to install one in a place like that. Sending a surveillance
drone would take at least a whole minute. No time for that. As
he scrolls through the list of tasks performed by the technical
premises, the screen displays the following message:
“Managing the Class IV maintenance fleet. Do you want
more information about that?”
Yes, he does. Having asked for more details about Class IV’s
missions, a list scrolls past his eyes: cleaning the electric
network; evacuation pipes; small, hard-to-reach areas, pest
reduction, dealing with…
The Ordinator scrolls back up.
“That one, the pipes. Display the sewer network.”
The scale changes to an overall view.
> ® Priority Channel | ARCHIVIST ∞ Mantrix \ Noria >
> Fifty-foot distance from the building to the main pipes.
No physical connection.
> The map isn’t up to date, they dug a tunnel. That’s how
the assassin got into the building.
“Kora,” the Ordinator says out loud, “do a magnetic survey
of the zone.”
“That will lower our stealth factor.”
“Now!’
As the aircraft speeds towards its destination, its

magnetometres launch a broad-beam impulsion that ROMA’s
passive sensors can’t miss. A map of the basement appears on
a tactical display, with its sprawling network of cavities. A
silhouette materializes in the midst of the interference, like a
ghost in the mist.
“I’ve got you!” It’s more of a cry of relief than of victory.
“Kora: likely assassin. Your turn to play!”
“Copy that.”
Less than two minutes later, the craft lands near an
intersection in the sewer network, not far from an aerial
stadium. Kora leaps from the vehicle while it’s still in the air,
hits the ground rolling, and winds up on her knees in front of
the protective plaque which she rips off with a swift tug. Then
she dives into the darkness.
The warrior’s vision adapts automatically, and the Ordinator
can see in the dark along with her.
Kora comes out in room that’s about 30 feet wide. The
ground is shaped like a large bowl. Kora’s display identifies the
sloped surface as a tactical advantage in hand-to-hand combat.
“It’s probably a magus of Darkness,” the politician assumes.
“Use your spotlights to blind him.”
Instantly, the space is flooded with multiple beams of
powerful light. That allow them to see a man with his face
hidden by a deep hood. His head seems to shrink back even
further under the sudden glare of light.
A shadow brought to life by light.
“You are the Primus of Darkness, aren’t you?”
Kora’s lips are moving, but the words are coming from the
Ordinator, sitting safely in the Noria’s tower.
“Please excuse me for the precautions I’ve taken, but your
reputation precedes you. I would like to speak to you, that’s
all.”

The Arkhantan doesn’t budge, nor does he speak. His
silhouette is quivering in such a way that Kora’s ocular implants
can’t latch onto it. It’s disturbing her automatic sighting
system.
“Can you hear me? The Malkah and I have some shared
interests.”
The Ordinator keep trying, he needs to hear the Primus
speak. The magician’s silence worries him, his slow, deep
breaths do too. He regrets having put Kora at risk. He
shouldn’t have listened to her about the escort.
For all the difference that might have made…
“I have some information to pass on to the Malkah,” the
Ordinator says, trying again.
“I am not a messenger. I am the message.”
“Excuse me?”
“Anyone. Anywhere.”
Kora’s emergency system fires up, by-passing the connection
with the Ordinator.
Critical danger, immediate reaction.
Her left forearm rolls away, freeing an impulsion weapon
that fires immediately. A concentrated ray of ions hurtles
towards the target, their heat equivalent to Galana’s solar
crown.
The Primus is unscathed as it goes right through him as
though he were an anti-matter phantom. Without its having
the slightest effect.
That can’t be.
But who cares, the enemy is hardly safe.
The ray has a search-enabled head; it will keep tracking the
target until all of its phenomenal energy is used up. Kora is the
guinea pig for that particular innovation.
Only nothing is going as planned. Worse than that, nothing

makes any sense.
The assassin draws his sword and sticks it into the ground.
In the beams of Kora’s many spotlights, the blade decomposes
into a string of narrow shadows darkening the walls of the
room, drawing the bars of a cast-iron grating.
The ray’s trajectory curves as it hurtles back towards its
target. The Primus dissolves into the darkness, leaping from
one shadow bar to the next, disappearing into their darkness
every time just before getting hit, an elusive flea hopping here
and there.
The beam keeps changing trajectory, contorting itself to
reach its target, crackling in the muffled silence of the
basement. The Arkhantan eventually materializes one last
time… inside Kora’s shadow, just behind her back.
The target is finally still. The ray can finally speed towards it
in a greedy blaze. And who cares if it has to go through the
obstacle between it and its prey.
Kora collapses, her stomach a gaping hole with charred lips,
struck by her own shot without having had time to realize what
hit her.
Behind her, the Primus has already flown off towards
another distant shadow out of range. Its energy exhausted, the
beam surrenders, dissipating without having reached its
objective.

19
SASSAKI >< SHADO
Sassaki is meandering through the streets of Mantris in
combat gear. Helmetless, his hair pulled into a ponytail, he’s
traveling light, as usual. His armour is understated: just a soft
jacket reinforced with strips of albemet. A breathing mask
with no fancy gadgets covers the lower half of his face. Two
sabres stuck in his belt are his only weapons. Despite how
lightly armed he is – at a time when plasma rifles have
become the new normal – he radiates an aura of murderous
efficiency.
His look doesn’t turn head though; he’s not the most
eccentric person in the crowd – far from it. Many of the
passers-by are dressed up like their favourite star, artist or
character from a holo game. Others haven’t even bothered to
come out in flesh and blood, they’ve sent their personae to
wander the streets interacting with virtual salespeople and
digital terminals.
For the finishing touches of this decor with its fantasy feel,
reVeRy superimposes its virtual layer. The Lightmare corpo’s
headquarters seems to have been reduced to its load-bearing
framework and turned into a 2,000-foot tall cage with
thousands of pyornies flying around inside it. As the last
known surviving specimens of the gigantic birds with their
narrow heads, they are popular steeds for flying races. Then
there’s that squat warehouse over there: passers-by can move
a few pixelated bricks to create new images. The façade has
become a canvas for holo-taggers.
All of which goes to say that Sassaki is not attracting any
attention in that setting.
The same goes for the assassin, who’s walking 100 yards in

front of him.
Ever since the border incident, the Genetic has been
expecting a reprisal from the Malkah. Assuming that the
guilty party would be assassinated by a Magus of Darkness,
he has been keeping the Mantri network under surveillance
24/7.
Sassaki has an infallible method for picking up an
Arkhantan’s trail. In an ultra-connected environment like
Mantris, SIT wearers are constantly being harassed with
targeted advertising, holos with age-appropriate contents,
virtual assistants generated from each person’s sexual
preferences or other tastes, and more. In a context like that,
you can actually spot someone who doesn’t have a SIT from
a reasonable distance. Sassaki should know, because he
doesn’t wear one either. In fact, it was his awareness of that
vulnerability that led him to come up with the tailing method
he’s currently applying.
Usually, silence is the assassin’s friend. In this case,
however, silence is the trail that betrays him amidst Mantris’s
non-stop clamour.
Alerted by his corpo’s AI, Sassaki is hot on the killer’s trail.
His evil deed done, the assassin headed due west. He’s walking
out of the city-continent! No shozen would ever have
thought to make his escape on foot. It suits Sassaki perfectly
though. It will take hours to get out of town, so the hunt can
stretch out over time. He’d even have a chance to find his
prey again if he happened to lose track of him.
It also leaves him time to prepare to die. Being ready to
sacrifice everything doesn’t guarantee victory, but it does curb
the fear of grabbing your chance. Sassaki decided long ago to
have neither friends or family so that the choice would affect
him alone. That doesn’t mean he’s impervious to fear, just
that he’s brave enough to be at peace with his decision.

He briefly loses the assassin’s trail, which snaps him
instantly back to the present moment. He speeds up, weaving
through the crowd without touching anyone, as fluidly as
water running through stones.
He spots his prey once again thanks to the Arkhantan’s
dark outfit, which stands out like a sore thumb amidst the
colourful neon lights and giant holos. When you get right
down to it, the assassin is about as discreet as a solar eclipse,
as long as you’re willing to stare straight at Galana and
Rainar.
Observing his target’s supernatural grace, the Genetic
comes to a conclusion: that is the Primus of Darkness, he’s
following, not just one of his disciples. The Malkah sent her
best agent to commit the crime.
Sassaki controls his breath when he realizes that the battle
that’s looming might well be his last. Shado is in a whole
other league than Niguana or the opponents he’s beaten
lately.
Since their fight will be merciless, it absolutely must not
take place in the midst of the crowd. Otherwise, he would
have attacked the Primus right here, in the street. The sources
of light are so plentiful that there is not a single patch of
darkness, which would be a serious handicap for Shado. The
invoker can leap from one shadow to another, bring one to
life, change his own… spells that are all useless in the
absence of gloom.
Sassaki knows his adversary’s magical abilities well; he
ought to, he’s been studying them for two decades. Ever since
he got it into his head that they would have a Chaka-Faust
revenge match some day… and that this time, and that this
time, he’s win it indisputably. Only then would his former
teacher’s honour be restored.
Many are those who would be thrilled for the score to

finally be settled, for Mantris’s technology to be proven
superior to Arkhante’s magic once for all. Bully for them. All
that Sassaki cares about is proving that the Genetics’
techstyle is the most advanced of them all.
And that the Legendary title should have been theirs for
quite some time now.
As he bides his time, Sassaki is enjoying Mantris’s
flamboyant beauty… which he may well be taking in for the
last time.
They finally reach the industrial zone, near the border with
the Rift. As far as the eye can see, there’s nothing but
automatic factories that look like the robots they
manufacture, huge cooling tours with wide bases and flaring
silhouettes, and energy condensers as tall as skyscrapers
where the crystal batteries are made. There’s no smoke, just
puffs of steam; no pollution other than visual. Mantris is a
clean, healthy place.
Saturated with energy, the area is abundantly lit by the
millions of batteries running the machines. Not a speck of
gloom here either…
Sassaki could lose track of his target again in the
labyrinthine zone. Since there are far fewer people around,
his tailing method is less efficient here. He’s forced to stay
closer to keep him within eyesight, which could betray him at
any time. Although it hardly matters, really. His instinct has
been whispering to him that the assassin knows perfectly well
that he’s being followed, and may well have known it since
the beginning. Who knows? Perhaps the Primus wants to
defend his former teacher’s honour, too.
After the brief hesitation of a hunted animal seeking
shelter, the Arkhantan steps inside a construction-equipment
factory. Sassaki’s suspicions have turned into certainties: the
prey has picked up the hunter’s scent.

The combat will take place inside this building. Assassin vs.
warrior. So be it.
A few minutes later, the two opponents are facing each
other on the roof of the factory, where interlaced pipes have
woven a carpet with a particularly thick weft. Grumbling
vibrations seep up from the inside the building, echoes from
the assembly line that digests metal and electronic
components and spits out self-driving vehicles.
The assassin turns his back on the warrior, staring west
towards his own land. The height of the roof and the
unimpeded view make it possible to see a shower of sparks
from the buildings under construction that are eating away at
the border to the no man’s land. A pale imitation of dawn
rising over a battle that promises to be epic. Even the huge
dome over the city-continent adds its own dramatic touch: as
dark as night, it displays storm clouds that aren’t bursting
into rain. The shozen don’t want rain today, just the
refreshing promise of it.
Things are often like that in Mantris: no one ever wants to
see things through.
Sassaki’s not that kind of Mantri.
Shado turns back to face him, his own face concealed by
his hood. He slowly draws the swords whose hilts stick out
past both shoulders. Sassaki mirrors his movements, freeing
his blades with their anti-matter nanofilament cutting edges.
Sassaki has been waiting for this moment for twenty years,
yet he’s careful to rein in his emotions. He has to focus, to
keep his mind as uncluttered as a calligraphy character, his
body as well-balanced as a Zen poem.
The fighters size each other up without a word, feet rooted
to the ground, stances relaxed, weapons drawn. The
environment – noises, smells and colours – dissolves in the
intensity of their concentration. Time disintegrates, reduced

to a screen that’s too flimsy to hide what it is meant to
conceal.
Shado blinks.
Sassaki leaps.
Shado springs into action in turn.
Their swords clash with a clanging sound like a forge, a
sparking of flint, and a tearing of flesh and metal.
When the two combatants land supplely back on the
uneven terrain, they have essentially changed position. Knees
bent, they straighten up slowly, like predators still sizing each
other up.
Sassaki becomes aware that his left epaulette has been
pierced through, a feat that not even the highest-speed
projectile could have achieved.
Shado realizes that the sword in his right hand has been cut
cleanly in two. A fraction of a second later, his arm is
separated from his body, severed with surgical precision in
the middle of the biceps.
The Primus’s astonishment is lost in the depths of his
hood and its impenetrable gloom. What kind of blade could
cut off one of his limbs? Its luminous edge, as hot as the
surface of a sun, is the fruit of a technology he’s never come
across before. A technology as dangerous for him as the
magic of Light.
Shado shifts into a semi-trance state that allows his body to
be nimbler than his mind. Before he even feels the pain, the
muscles of his shoulder have staunched the geyser of blood
spurting from the severed artery. With the haemorrhaging
reduced to a trickle of red, he has bought himself a brief
respite.
His right arm falls to the ground with the dull thud of a
piece of meat tossed on a butcher’s counter. The limb slides
across the blood-spattered surface, snaking between the

pipes, then disappears.
Shado runs to the edge of the roof and leaps into the void.
He tosses his other sword away so he can grab the whip
wrapped around his waist with the only hand he has left. In
the air, he twists his hips to wrench his body around – nearly
getting it wrong, as he’s thrown off by the new distribution
of weight. He directs the thong to wrap around a pipe. The
leather cracks against the metal, and the whip goes taut,
drawing the arc of circle that’s sending him slightly below a
window. With everything he’s got, he tugs on the whip to
raise his trajectory a shade. Releasing it at the last moment, he
smashes through the window with a jingling crash.
A shard of glass stabs his cheek; another has slashed his
forehead. He had only one arm to protect his fac.
Tumbling to a rolling stop, he stands up in a neat, tidy
warehouse that’s abundantly well-lit. Utilitarian robots are
shifting stock with a hissing of pneumatic feet.
He won’t have to search for his severed limb for long. His
sense of orientation would have enabled him to find it even
in pitch blackness. Despite that knowledge, he is still relieved
to get his hand on it. Even in full possession of his faculties,
he wasn’t sure he could win that fight, but a missing limb
would have meant certain death.
He jams the severed limb back onto the stump, right where
it’s supposed to be. He pronounces the words of power. But
here, in this dead city, mobilizing magic is as hard as
breathing underwater, and hardly more efficient – let alone
that the battle with the cyborg has already forced him to draw
on his reserves. The spell is so long that a single breath out
won’t suffice. He has to keep on mumbling as he takes a
breath in.
Which leaves his opponent more than enough time to slash
through the pipes on the roof with his swords to open up a

way in. He jumps through the hole he punched out and lands
softly, two rods below, absorbing the shock from the fall just
by bending his knees. Until that precise instant, Shado had
believed that only Magi of Darkness could pull off such
feats. Evidently, he was wrong about that.
No sooner has the last word of the spell been pronounced
than the limb is solidly back in place, veins throbbing and
muscles bulging. But the severed limb lost one sleeve of his
leather jacket, revealing the intricacy of his tattoos, done in
the blackest of inks.
Shado flutters his fingers. They’re working perfectly.
The battle can begin again, but not right away. Because his
opponent has a sabre that can cut through absolutely
anything, the assassin has no choice but to draw on his
magic. He needs a little time to catch his breath and get his
strength back.
He starts to run.
Shado latches onto a utilitarian robot that’s rolling by, a box
imprisoned by the magnetic field it generates. He clambers all
the way to the top of the tall machine then jumps down onto
the box, which sways slightly from the shock. Shado
rebounds off of it as though it were a trampoline. Then he
grabs onto some shelving and, using it as a ladder, scampers
to the top. Without pausing for even an instant, he runs
across the top of the shelving, head down so as not to bump
the ceiling. Spotting a pipe with an opening barely broader
than his shoulders, he launches his taut body horizontally,
crossing through the narrow passage without touching a
thing, and disappearing on the other side of the wall.
Sassaki can’t help admiring his opponent’s agility: in less
than five seconds, Shado has put himself out of reach.
Then the warrior sets off in hot pursuit of the assassin.
The Genetic’s style is in sharp contrast with the magus’s: he

just ploughs forward. Is there a window in his way? He jumps
through it. A closed airlock? He throws his passkey at the
sensor to start opening it, and catches the equipment before
it hits the ground. A wall standing before him? He detects the
weak spots and carves out a door with two slashes of his
sabre, the nano-filament’s antimatter slicing through the wall
as though it were paper.
The two combatants meet up in the main hangar, near the
the control panel overlooking the huge room. Red glow of
molten metal; purple fluid for the hydraulic presses; sparks
from the soldering stations; phosphorescent glow of the
painting nozzles, whirling orange of the emergency light…
it’s as though they were in broad daylight, although the place
is crawling with shifting shadows. The scent of molten steel
blends in with the solvents, creating a heady, vaguely toxic
blend.
Oddly enough, only a racket is missing: it’s a fully
automated factory running in silent mode.
Shado takes a stairwell leading down towards a rectangular
pit. He leaps from landing to landing, never touching a single
step, wind-milling his arms to guide his trajectory, taking
advantage of any spot he can rebound from to leap to the
next platform. Five jumps suffice to drop ten rods.
Sassaki reckons he’s too far behind to take the same route.
He notices a hoisting device loaded with still warm blocks of
metal ready to be stamped flat. He waits for the crane to pass
in front of him, then leaps into the cables that manage to
hold his weight. He’s clinging to the wires with just one hand,
sliding toward the ground, adjusting his grip to control the
speed of his descent. Fortunately, his reinforced glove is
protecting his palm, otherwise the skin would have been
flayed to the bone by the friction. He comes to a halt
standing on the crane’s hook, hanging thirty feet from the

ground, halfway between earth and sky.
Thirty feet is too high, even for him.
But Shado has already reached the bottom of the stairs and
is dashing outside at a speed that defies the imagination.
Letting him get away is out of the question.
Sassaki cuts two of the three cables, and hangs onto the
remaining one. An alarm is set off, finally giving voice to the
too-silent hangar. The crane instantly shifts into safety
position, dumping its load on the ground somewhat
unceremoniously. The barely cooled blocks of metal crack
from the shock, revealing their molten cores that are like
dwarf planets being formed. Jumping from a standing
position, without a running start, Sassaki still has to go as far
as he can to avoid the eruptions caused by the metal hitting
the ground. Spinning between the droplets of molten metal,
he lands hard, and needs to put his hands down to break his
fall.
In an unstable position, his face near the ground, he could
practically kiss Shado’s boots. The prey has taken advantage
of the hunter’s acrobatics to switch roles. The warrior is now
at the assassin’s mercy.
Or an ordinary warrior would be anyway. But there’s
nothing ordinary about the Genetic fighter: centuries of
eugenics have made his body capable of superhuman feats.
With his whole bodyweight on just three fingers, he propels
his legs up vertically, head down. He doesn’t hit Shado, who
leapt back in time, but that wasn’t his goal. The point was just
to surprise him, to keep him from taking advantage of the
situation to attack.
With the momentum from his movement, Sassaki spins,
body still upside down, weight still on one arm. Then he
lands nimbly on his feet, out of Shado’s reach, after first
having swept his sabre all the way around.

Shado hasn’t budged. Logically, his guts should be slashed
open to his spine, yet he’s standing there looking perfectly
alert.
Even more surprisingly, the assassin raises his fists and
starts hopping around like a boxer getting ready for the first
round.
Sassaki deliberately allows a shiver of excitement and
pleasure to wash over him. He has to forget the Primus’s
terrifying powers that allowed him to grow his arm back and
to make his body as intangible as mist, or he’ll be
overwhelmed with fear of not being able to overcome an
adversary of that calibre. He needs to focus on his conviction
that, like him, Shado wants a rematch of the duel that
brought the Heroes’ War to an end.
The affront inflicted on Chaka is finally going to be wiped
away.
As for Shado, he knows that bringing the combat to a close
quickly is an imperative. His adversary’s blades are
formidable, and his own powers of Darkness are waning,
despite the prana he managed to gather in a quick, breathless
dash. His best tactic will be to strike hard and fast.
He dematerializes his fist, making it as intangible as a
ghost’s, and strikes out with the speed of a will o’ the wisp.
Being able to go through matter can turn anyone into an
implacable killer. A flick of their finger to the brain or the
heart means certain death. The warrior he’s confronting is a
noble adversary, but an assassin knows there’s nothing noble
about death.
His ethereal fist flies out towards his opponent’s chest
and… gets crushed against his armour.
Impossible!
Shado barely has time to dematerialize his neck before the
nanofilament slices through it. The blade doesn’t meet any

more resistance than when it slashed at his gut before.
Shado tries to strike again, but his disembodied fist
materializes yet again when it strikes the armour. And so
begins a strange ballet between Sassaki stabbing at his
opponent but striking only thin air, and Shado, who can’t find
the weak spot in his opponent’s armour that wards off all of
his blows.
The slightest error will be fatal, so their concentration is at
its apex. Yet as they flit from one end to the other of the
huge
hangar, their martial arabesques stir up
incomprehensible images in their minds, reminiscences of
events neither one of them had experienced. A hard, scaly
reptile’s fist; capricious scrolls of smoke curling around
swords edged in light…
Taken equally by surprise, the two combatants step back
simultaneously to grant themselves a brief break. They stare
at each other, observing, scrutinizing, each of them reassured
to see that the other is just as confused as they.
“Impressive technique,” Sassaki can’t help thinking,
although he wants to chase away those parasitic thoughts and
focus on the battle. “But Chaka used to say that the sword
will always be stronger than the shield. Especially when
exhaustion looms. He’s gasping for air.”
Shado dematerializes his fist once again, Sassaki raises his
blade, which still encounters no resistance. Having avoided
the sharp edge, the assassin rematerializes his fist just in time
to strike the armour yet again. He hits his opponent’s breast
plate with such force that it is deformed, as though it had
been stamped by one of the hydraulic presses nearby.
Shado doesn’t need magic to turn himself into a deadly
weapon; decades of inhuman training have taken care of
that.
Sassaki is flung back by the violence of the blow. His feet

lift off the ground, his bent-over chest seems to be speeding
back faster than his limbs, which are lagging. He slams to the
floor heavily, sliding back thirty feet or more, armour
scraping the ground with a metallic shriek. Sparks of friction
fly into the air, blending in with those from the soldering
stations all around them.
The Genetic springs back to his feet with stunning speed,
prepared for a blow that doesn’t come. Shado has held back,
his raised fist frozen in attack position. He hasn’t made use
of his tactical advantage.
Sassaki grabs the chance to evaluate the damage: a few
broken ribs that will heal in less than ten minutes, and, more
problematically, a caved-in breast plate that’s keeping him
from breathing properly. His opponent may be gasping for
air, but he himself can’t even breathe.
Shado straightens up slowly, clearly notifying Sassaki that
he’s not going to attack. Nor abandon the fight.
Sassaki orders his armour to open, and it falls off in large
strips. Slowed down by the deformed breast plate, the
operation takes several seconds. Immobile and patient, Shado
grants him the time he needs.
Sassaki is bare-chested now. A magnificent tattoo is
running up his left arm, a creature curling from wrist to
shoulder. The head reminds him of Theran, a fire demon,
but Shado is sure it’s some other monster whose name he
doesn’t know. A subtle luminous effect makes it look as
though the image is slithering up his arm, its fangs ready to
bite.
With a quick lift of his chin, the Primus is asking his
adversary if he’s ready. Sassaki is confused by the assassin. In
his own way, he’s one of the most honourable fighters he has
ever gone up against.
Victory is indispensable nonetheless.

The warrior puts his guard up, facing the still-unarmed
assassin. The look and feel of their fighting has changed:
Sassaki has to dodge Shado’s dematerialized attacks now, the
slightest slip would be fatal.
So begins a dance the likes of which had almost never been
seen in the whole history of duelling. The two fighters twirl
in and out, approaching each other and flitting away, striking
aerial poses, flaunting supernatural agility. They are quite
literally dancing with Death.
They avoid the utilitarian robots, which are indifferent to
their struggle, grabbing onto crane hooks, swinging over the
rivers of molten steel, getting separated by a cascade of
sparks that their bodies cross through, slipping between the
plates of the presses barely an instant before their hungry
jaws snap shut…
Their confrontation is as graceful as a dragon’s nuptial
flight, as elegant as a double sunset seen from inside
Mantris’s iridescent dome. Only surveillance drones could
observe such an extravagant spectacle without being moved.
When the images go viral on the Noria’s network, when
they’re projected on the walls of water in Nephtys and
elsewhere, no one who attended the Appologium will fail to
make the comparison with the archives of the Chaka-Faust
clash. And for good reason: their pupils are duplicating the
same choreography with the same skill.
Everyone in each of their worlds will be struck by the
resemblance… but not the combatants themselves; they are
entirely absorbed by their mortal confrontation.
Shado realizes that he is going to lose when he feels his
magical powers dwindling. The Darkness is leaving him like a
coat going threadbare. The magus fades away, leaving only
the exhausted man behind. He has one last spell to cast, one
final tattoo he can call on. After that, there will be nothing

left of the Primus.
In the last few rounds of their sparring, the assassin wasn’t
dematerializing his fists any more. Sassaki has taken note of
that, but is still keeping his guard up. After all, it could be a
tactical trick: pretending to be weak in order to get Sassaki to
lower his guard, the better to strike at him.
The Genetic stays on the attack, handling both sabres at
once. Confirmed: all Shado is doing now is deflecting the
blades. Patient, Sassaki can wait for the perfect moment.
An opening! He stabs out with the left sabre at chest height
to conceal the right one, which he aims straight at his
opponent’s throat.
Shado barely steps back, ready to take a nasty cut to the
chest in order to stay within reach of the other blade. He
flicks at the blade, deflecting its trajectory towards a block of
albemet, slicing off a wedge that must weigh at least five
pounds.
As the chunk of metal falls, Sassaki’s two sabres are moving
at cross-purposes… It’s exactly the opportunity that Shado
has been wanting to create for himself.
The Primus dematerializes his fist one last time. His flesh
merges with the chunk of metal cut off by the nanofilament,
turning it into a mace. With all his strength, he thrusts his
reinforced arm straight towards his opponent’s chin. It is
exposed now, and the Genetic can no longer use his sabres to
block the blow.
With a superhuman reflex, Sassaki inflects the path of his
short sabre, the one aimed at Shado’s chest. The mace slams
the sword into the air, breaking the wrist that was holding it,
but missing the jaw, which, without that incredible parry,
would have been shoved all the way up to his skull.
The sabre is spinning in the air. When it falls back down, it
penetrates the floor to the hilt.

The opponents back off, wobbling – one from pain, the
other, exhaustion. They both need several long seconds to
get their balance back. They grant each other the time, out of
mutual respect rather than a sense of obligation.
Shado has played his last card, but it didn’t give him victory.
That doesn’t mean he’s going to roll over and accept defeat.
Sassaki has lost the use of an arm and a sword – a nasty
habit he’s got into since the fight with Niguana. But he has
found unbounded admiration for his opponent’s courage and
determination. He had taken him for an unprincipled
assassin, but it turns out he is an honourable combatant.
The duellists gaze at each other in silence, feet slipping on
the floor, stances unsteady. Not a word is spoken; their
exhausted panting and gasping stands in for conversation.
The factory’s bare environment tries to distract them, but in
vain. Time has stopped to let fate catch up with them.
Sassaki thrusts his remaining sabre straight up over his
head. His other, tattooed arm is slapping feebly at his side,
the creature licking its wounds in an explosion of flickering
colours.
Shado is standing very straight, his palms joined beneath
his chin. He seems to be praying to prepare for his departure
for the next world.
Sassaki blinks.
Shado leaps.
Sassaki strikes.
The sabre meets resistance, getting stuck as though it had
entered stone.
Shado is on one knee, his hands stretched out before him.
The sabre blade is caught between his palms, the
nanofilament penetrating his skin, unable to move.
Sassaki’s sword is useless.
Shado is immobilized.

If the assassin dematerializes his hands, he could reach the
warrior’s heart, but he wold be cut in half by the keen blade.
They’re at a standstill.
Shado’s arms are starting to tremble. Sassaki has the upper
hand, he could let go of the sword and finish the fight barehanded. But such an end would be unworthy of their
confrontation.
Without consulting each other, the duellists disengage at
the same moment.
Sassaki sheathes his sword and bows respectfully. He even
forces himself to involve his left arm in the gesture, despite
the broken wrist.
Shado imitates him, bowing in turn. Whatever his bow
might be lacking in etiquette is more than made up for by the
deep deference he’s displaying.
Suddenly, the assassin is sucked into a vortex of absolute
darkness that chills the blood of the warrior who’s not afraid
to die.

20
THREE FANGS FOR ONE SCREAM
“Witches and Wizards, from these mountaintops, five
centuries of history are observing you.”
The initiates raise their eyes to Pillar Peak, towering over a
rocky cliff face engraved in bas-relief, like the seal on a royal
proclamation. The sculpture shape shifting in response to
Tumul’s gravelly voice, the fog wrapping a scarf around the
summit of the bitterly cold summit, the streaks of ice
forming lacy curtains on the sheer bluff are all adding to the
solemnity of the moment.
Today the Earth is designating its new members, both
initiates and pillars.
Hannibal glances at the other candidates around him, sizing
up the competition. Not many give him pause. There’s Elbée,
with fierce strips of mud slashing her cheeks like war paint.
And Cildore, no taller than a child but so solidly rooted in the
earth that a furiously charging broncoat couldn’t knock him
down. Chloris, a veritable incarnation of the Earth, with her
peat-hued skin, frizzy hair slathered in ochre clay and firm,
generous curves like so many hills and valleys.
And Aurelius.
Hannibal grits his teeth, unable to focus on Tumul’s
speech. How can that vexed gladiator be there with the rest
of them when no one in the arkhome had even heard of him
a moon ago? Granted, becoming an initiate doesn’t take
much skill – it’s an essentially honorific title, just the first step
in the long initiation required to reach the rank of pillar. But
why has Tumul allowed him to attend the ritual? What did he

see that Hannibal is blind to?
In his heart of hearts, the behemoth knows the answer to
his own question. To become an initiate, you have to present
the Primus with an item that displays your skill at stone
carving. Hannibal was quite proud of his life-sized
reproduction of a rockworm larva, carved out of rhyolite, a
colourful but brittle volcanic rock that’s quite hard to sculpt.
Hundreds of hours of patient effort allowed him to
reproduce the delicate little scales that disappear when the
larvae metamorphose into giant worms.
Whereas Aurelius had shown up empty-handed. When his
turn to stand before Tumul came, he held up a piece of
chalk, walked over to the smooth face of Pillar Peak, and
traced a perfect circle freehand, in a single, smooth motion.
Just like that. A stunning demonstration of simplicity and
purity.
Aurelius had flaunted a gift, where he had just plugged
away doggedly.
And Hannibal can’t bear that.
He snaps back to the present moment when the ground
trembles beneath his feat.
“If we are able to gather here today,” Tumul, thunders,
irate at being ignored, “it is thanks to the courage of a
woman.”
The bas-relief shape shifts again with a cracking of
magically carved stone to reveal Morayna the warrior,
instantly recognizable in her rockworm-skin armour.
“At a time when the first Primi had only just signed the
pact with the Legendaries of the seven magics, when the
magi were still learning to control both their own breath and
prana, even the most insignificant spell required intense
concentration and total focus… which the younger
generations tend to neglect,” Tumul threw in impromptu,

when up until then his speech had been perfectly hackneyed.
On the bas-relief, the stone Morayna came to life, and was
joined by Argyle, the first bearer of the telluric bees that can
trigger earthquakes, and that have been handed down from
generation to generation, from Argyle all the way to Tumul.
And soon to Tumul’s successor.
Hannibal would sooner die than allow the bees to wind up
in Aurelius’s hands – it’s unthinkable!
“Morayna was Argyle’s speier, his protectrix, the rampart he
sheltered behind when he was casting spells. They called her
the calm before the storm…”
The sculpture changes again, breaking the ice still clinging
to the stone into a slow shower of glittering flakes. Bundled
in her armour, Morayna deflects a deluge of metal, from
arrowheads to sword blades, absorbing the blows she can’t
ward off, protecting Argyle, who is crouching behind her, no
matter what it takes. Then the first witches and warlocks rise
up and, hands extended, cause the earth to open and swallow
up the army that their speier had been holding at bay on her
own.
“Without Morayna’s courage and endurance, Argyle would
never have been able to develop his magical skill, or to stand
up to the dynastic lords whose authority was suddenly being
challenged. Nor would the arkhome have benefitted from
foundations that were strong enough to endure for
generations. Witches and warlocks would not have been able
to learn the Earth’s primeval knowledge, and you would not
be standing here in front of me.”
Tumul looks the new initiates lined up before him up and
down, his ringed rock levitating over his head without any
noticeable effort. Even Hannibal, who towers at least two
heads over his mentor, is overawed.
The silence drags on, broken only by the cracking of the

much-mangled ice, and the jangling rotations of Tumul’s rock
as it spins on its axis like an Artellian globe circled by its
three moons.
“Morayna and Argyle were perfect representatives of the
two pillars of our arkhome,” the Primus says, breaking the
silence, “protecting and receiving.”
Tumul’s words immediately bring the legend of the
arkhome’s two founders back to Hannibal mind… as well as
the reasons that he has long seen Solis and himself in the
heroes’ image.
As unchanging as an ageless mountain, Argyle never grew
older, while Morayna wore herself out defending him.
Worried that she would soon no longer have the strength to
protect the magus, the warrior begged Argyle to turn her into
a wall of stone so that she could be his rampart forever.
Unable to accept the idea of losing the woman he had loved
for so long, the first Primus turned her into a statue instead.
It was the last thing he did before passing the bees on to his
successor. Legend has it that the pair is still alive… right here,
in Pillar Peak’s animated bas-relief, in the foothills of the
Acongua mountains.
Hannibal grins as a conversation with Solis pops into his
mind. They were in the palace’s floating library. Amidst the
bookshelves floating in the air, overflowing on all four sides
with manuscripts, codices, spell-books and more, he had
waxed lyrical about Argyle and Morayna’s legendary love
story.
“Oh, come on, Hannibal,” she had cut him off, sounding
exasperated. “Don’t tell me that you believe in that old
myth?”
“What do you mean, ‘myth’? Allow me to remind you that
you are talking about the Earth, an arkhome that takes
preserving history seriously!”

As usual, Solis had disarmed him with her laughter.
“You misunderstood me. I don’t doubt your history, but I
do have my doubts about their story. Argyle and Morayna’s
relationship was no fairy tale. He didn’t turn her into a statue
because he loved her, he did it to keep her in her place.”
“What place? A speier?”
“No, Hannibal. A faithful wife.”
In response to his uncomprehending look, Solis reached
out to a well-crammed bookshelf that had quietly stationed
itself next to the lectern where she was reading. She
extricated a thick spell-book and two sheets of parchment
from the shelf.
“These are the best treatises on the subject.”
“How is it that you know so much about it?” he asked,
taking the documents without looking at them. “I mean, I
know you spend hundreds of hours here, but why study a
topic like that?”
She raised her head and gazed at the aerial ballet of
bookshelves.
“History is overflowing with details that can help us not
repeat the same mistakes. In this particular case, I thought it
was important to learn the truth behind the myth.
“The truth is that Morayna was fed up with being nothing
more than a bodyguard. She wanted to learn magic, too.
Argyle was bitterly opposed to the idea, but his speier could
be every bit as stubborn as he. When she decided to serve a
warlock who was more accommodating than him, they
argued and Argyle turned her to stone. Argyle didn’t
relinquish his title as Primus out of love for Morayna, his
peers banished him.”
Hannibal was stunned. He could sense Solis’s heart beating
peacefully, her untroubled stillness, the tranquil evenness of
her vibrations… She wasn’t lying or making anything up; she

had the certainty of someone who knows the truth.
That day, he had sworn that he wouldn’t behave like Argyle,
that he would love his Morayna with a love that was truly
worthy of becoming a legend.
The vow of a young man that doesn’t know what he’s
talking about.
And now here he is, envious of Aurelius, a reaction that
forces him to wonder about his own magical skills – why is
he so afraid of a novice when he has worked so hard to
master prana? – as well as about his feelings for Solis. He has
always thought of himself as a sort of protective older
brother to her, so why should he fear that prancing dandy?
Deep down inside, Hannibal knows perfectly well that
jealousy is eating away at him, but he refuses to admit it. He’d
rather sugar-coat the truth in an indestructible cocoon,
immobilizing it to put it permanently out of reach.
Just like Argyle did with Morayna…
“Protecting and receiving,” Tumul is concluding. “That
inheritance is now yours. You have passed the first test; you
are all initiates. The question now is whether you are worthy
of becoming Pillars of the Earth. There is only one way to
find out: bring me a rockworm fang!”
Hannibal realizes that he didn’t hear a word of his Primus’s
speech. It’s inadmissible, but luckily it doesn’t matter. He
doesn’t need any team-sprit speeches for motivation. More
than anything, he wants to prove that he’s superior to
Aurelius. Prove it to the eyes of the world, to the other
disciples, to Tumul.
And to his nearest and dearest, even if she’s not there.
+++
After a night of searching, Hannibal finds the trail of the

rockworm he’d seen the day before. You’d think that prey of
that size would be easy to follow, but it’s actually just the
opposite. A giant leaves a trail that’s easy to follow, but the
rockworm digs a groove so wide that hunters can’t spot it,
because they’re inside it!
Hannibal looks for fresh scree, differences in the snow’s
texture, or the slightest change in the light in the cold, thin
air. It’s deathly cold up here. It would probably have killed
him if he hadn’t grown up in the Aconguas.
Oddly enough, he’s actually starting to enjoy this hunt,
which is unlike any other he’s ever known. Usually, he can
locate his prey from the vibrations of their steps, or the
beating of their heart. But rockworms are Legendary Ones,
masters of the Earth, burrowers that churn the soil to renew
the prana… They don’t emit vibrations, they incarnate prana
itself. They are the sunken, multi-pulsating heart of
infrasound, the planet’s fundamental frequency.
If he had wanted to be reasonable, he would have settled
for for searching for a fallen fang in a worm’s wake. Getting
anywhere near a living worm is already a feat, when you
know know that some of them are so wide the Namani River
isn’t wide enough for them to bathe in.
That’s what Aurelius did, Hannibal saw him. He scratched
at the ground, turned a few rocks over and eventually came
up with a fang that’s no more than a stump… In other
words, he was behaving like a centicleave. If Elbée or Chloris
had taken that course of action, he might have done the
same to get back to camp sooner. But copy him? No way! He
refuses to stoop to the same expedient.
So Hannibal has set himself a far loftier goal: helping
himself straight from a living worm’s mouth. It’s completely
insane, and he can hardly believe it himself, but he can’t shake
the idea, despite the fear chilling his bones more deeply than

the bitter cold.
One discovery in particular makes it blatantly clear to
Hannibal that his idea is absolutely mad. He stumbles across
what he at first believes to be nothing more than a rather
long monticule. Getting closer, he realizes that it’s hollow,
and assumes it’s some sort of cave. It isn’t until he lays his
hand on the surprisingly warm stone that he finally gets it:
what he’s looking at is a worm’s sloughed-off skin.
The slow, imposing stone leviathans create new ridgelines
by dint of their slithering, before abandoning their envelopes
as they grow. As it calcifies, the sloughed-off skin creates
layers that gradually form the mountain range itself.
The crest of the Aconguas is the legacy of generations of
rockworms, an oversized offering on their colossal scale that
has shaped both the continent and its climate.
Hannibal knows all that, of course: he learned it as a kid,
it’s part of his cultural heritage. But there’s a difference
between politely listening to the old granite people and seeing
with his own eyes that not only were they not exaggerating,
their tall tales were actually understatements.
Rockworms aren’t terrifying monsters, he realizes; they’re
sacred creatures.
He sighs, and he can see his breath from the polar
temperatures. Even if he could do it – which is highly
unlikely – he shouldn’t. It would show that he was guilty of
unacceptable arrogance.
With that, he abandons the idea of yanking a fang from the
mouth of a rockworm. It would be tantamount to trying to
tame the Earth itself, to standing on its neck to show it who’s
boss. That would be sacrilege, a sin beyond redemption.
Nothing could justify a deed like that, especially not if it were
just to impress Tumul or Solis.
A mere moment ago, he was stubbornly committed to his

wild plan; a breath later, he has grasped how utterly absurd it
was. He feels better, at peace with his decision. He’ll find a
way, just not that one.
A long, harrowing cry resonates like a eulogy for his crazy
idea of trying to compete with nature.
At the second bestial, powerful scream of pain, he realizes
his mistake. A tragedy is taking place on the other side of
the ridge.
He goes around the still warm sloughed skin, and climbs
the twenty or so rods separating him from the peak. He goes
down on hands and knees to crawl the last few cubits, then
peeks over the summit.
What he sees on the other side beggars belief.
A drak is battling a rockworm.
The animal is standing right in front of the stone titan’s
gaping maw. Although they are as imposing as watchtowers,
it looks minuscule next to the Legendary One.
Used to ruling unchallenged over the animal kingdom, the
drak suddenly finds itself reduced to the role of an ant
attacking a serpent. The torrents of fire bursting from its
mouth shed no more light in the fang-filled maw than an
explorer’s torch in a vast cavern. The crackling of the drak’s
flames and the piercing sound of its enraged howls are
amplified by the yawning chasm, their echoes ricocheting
around the entire mountain chain. Terrorized by the
confrontation of the two mastodons, the mountain fauna is
cowering in burrows and caves, trembling in fear as they wait
for the battle to choose a victor. Hannibal is no exception.
It takes him an interminable moment to realize that there’s
something that’s not right about the scene.
The drak is wearing itself out to the point that it’s not even
able to breathe its angry fire, while the rockworm is staying
shockingly passive. Neither exhausted fighter is able to defeat

the other.
Drak and worm having neutralized each other, Hannibal
suddenly has a chance. He would not have flouted his freshly
rediscovered principles, but since fate is offering him this
incredible opportunity, he doesn’t see why he should turn it
down.
He hauls himself to a standing positing, struggling against
the bitterly cold wind to cross the ridgeline and head down
the other slope towards the two monsters.
From closer up, the drak is indeed impressively huge,
although the worm’s colossal bulk still overwhelms the scene.
A hundred times, Hannibal decides to give up. A hundred
and one, he draws on his courage and determination to keep
going.
He finally gets within spitting distance of the drak.
With its wings as broad as the sails of a ship, its coppery
red scales as large as shields, its paws with blackened claws
like charred swords, its horns as thick as tree trunks, the
creature truly is worthy of its place at the top of the animal
kingdom. Approaching it can only inspire awe and respect.
That, and the horrible impression that death is hovering.
Very near by.
Despite its exhausted state, the creature is still giving off
tremendous heat. Getting close to it is like standing next to a
forge running full strength. Or rather like standing next to a
huge open fireplace, because of the beast’s low growl, like
the crackling of logs. If Hannibal had been a magus of Fire
rather than of the Earth, he would be experiencing a
veritable epiphany.
He had crept up to the drak from behind in order to avoid
its gaze. Rockworms have no eyes, the quivering of the earth
suffices amply for them to apprehend the world. Hannibal is
muffling the vibrations of his steps, praying he won’t attract

the monsters’ attention. Luckily, the winged creature’s heat
has melted the snow all around it, so Hannibal doesn’t have
to worry about it squeaking beneath his boots.
He creeps up to the worm’s fang-studded mouth. If he can
just wrest one out, he can return to Tumul in triumph.
Crowned with extraordinary success, he’ll relegate Aurelius to
his rightful place as a novice. Then he can return to the court
in Nephtys with both the Primus’s confidence and the
Malkah’s admiration renewed. He’ll be…
The drak turns to look his way.
When its eyes fall upon him, the blinking of its double
eyelids betrays its astonishment. Its huge nostrils flare in
anger, and its mouth gapes open greedily. It raises its head –
as heavy as a chariot – and… moans in pain.
One of its wing has been impaled on a vicious fang.
Unable to wrench itself loose and fly away, the poor beast
has worn itself out spewing all the flames it could muster.
The worm has been dead for a while already.
Laid low by suffering, the drak ignores the miserable
human who has come to defy it. Unable to free itself without
ripping off a wing, it is half dead already. A hydra would
have sacrificed one of its heads to escape, but not a drak:
they are such noble creatures they won’t cripple themselves
simply to survive.
Hannibal is overwhelmed at the sight of this lord of the air
pinned to the earth like an insect in a Nature magus’s
collection. That’s when he has his epiphany: he’s going to get
the drak out of the bind it’s in.
He climbs inside the worm’s mouth, placing his feet gently
between the fangs, which are longer than spears – and far
sharper, too. He steps around the wounded wing under the
attentive gaze of the drak, which seems to have divined his
intention.

Hannibal hopes so, anyway.
“I’m willing to help you, pal, but I can’t do it if you kill
me.”
Rumour has it that draks understand human language.
Hannibal is clinging to that belief for dear life.
The wing is pinned near the joint, caught on a rough jag of
fang like a fish on a hook. A fish that weighs several tons and
a hook as long as Hannibal’s arm, that is.
As things stand, there’s no way to free the wing without
tearing it. So the only solution is to detach the canine from
the jaw.
Hannibal shakes his head as though he were trying to get
rid of a nightmare upon awakening. He’s so used to
dominating every situation, and here he is feeling tiny, caught
up in something whose meaning escapes him. The
circumstances are so exceptional that he doesn’t even dare
use magic. In the presence of a rockworm, even a dead one,
that would seem… inappropriate. Sacrilegious even.
Unless he’s deliberately putting himself in danger, putting
himself in fate’s hands… so that it can cut him down in case
he has already committed an unpardonable sin.
“I’m warning you, I’m going to have to use one of my
weapons,” the warlock says, overcoming his fear.
He reaches slowly for his war hammer, without taking his
eyes off the drak. The beast’s mouth opens wider, smoke
burps out… Hannibal swallows a ball of fear that falls
heavily into the pit of his stomach. He changes his mind, and
grabs his axe instead.
“This might hurt, you know.”
Hannibal tires to stifle a sudden burst of nervous laughter.
He’s talking to a drak… not just talking to it, reassuring it…
before he chops down a rockworm fang as though it were a
tree trunk… and hoping that the miserable, suffering drak

will wait patiently while the fang twangs and sways every
which way…
If a troubadour tried to serve up a tale like that, he’d send
him through the window with a swift kick in the butt.
Without warning, he swings the axe straight into the gum at
the base of the huge tooth. Then he twists the blade out with
his wrist and chops it right back in next to the first cut. He
repeats the movement over and over, going all the way
around the fang.
At the first blow, the drak grunts.
At the second coup, it growls.
At the third, Hannibal isn’t listening any more. He just
picks up the rhythm of his blows.
Suddenly, the fang starts swaying, the notch closing and
opening, tugging at the tooth that falls out with a moist
cracking noise. The drak straightens up, spreading its wings.
It is monumental, majestic and terrifying, too. Swallowed up
by the monster’s shadow, Hannibal is more than half
expecting to be so by its wide-open mouth, from which
smoke and a scream of triumph are emerging. The battle of
the titans finally has a victor.
The heavy, ungainly drak turns to face the slope and slides
down on its stomach. When it reaches the top of a cliff, it
drops into the void, disappearing from Hannibal’s view.
When the minor avalanche it triggered ceases, silence falls.
Then a formidable roaring rises up from deep in the valley,
reverberating in endless echoes.
Since he wouldn’t miss the sight of a drak flying for
anything, Hannibal steps cautiously out of the worm’s maw,
and has begun walking towards the valley when the drak
suddenly bursts into view, soaring over the rocky cliff at full
speed, passing so close to Hannibal that the turbulence in its
wake knocks him on his back.

Hannibal has never felt so alive, not even in the arena at the
Appologium!
Plopped down in the snow, he’s shouting and laughing with
joy… and relief too. Reconnecting instinctively with the
Earth, he can sense the echoes reverberating throughout the
mountain range, vibrating through the rock.
It ceases in the blink of an eye. As though he had been
brutally stricken with altitude sickness, his laughter chokes in
his throat as he realizes the enormity of what he’s just done.
Then he turns to look at the Legendary One; its jaw is
studded with hundreds of fangs just waiting to be brought
back to Tumul.
+++
“Ready?” the Primus checks.
Sitting on a stool with a piece of wood between his teeth,
Aurelius settles for nodding. The two of them are alone in a
cave that’s well lit with torches. What happens next – the pain
and tears – will stay in the cave. The flickering flames bring
the folds of rock around them to life. The sedimentary layers,
patiently stacked up by generations of sloughing worms, have
left their mark on the mountain like the rings of a tree.
As always, Tumul observes the walls around them, drawing
inspiration from the Earth’s millennia of patient work before
grasping the dagger and the cloth soaking in water boiling on
the furnace. He lays the cloth over Aurelius’s shoulder,
pinching the skin right next to it, and carves a short groove
with the tip of the blade. He dabs the blood away before
patting into the wound a pinch of powder from the fang
Aurelius fond. The powder is obtained by patient grinding –
with a pestle and a lot of magic. Then Tumul moves on to
tracing the next ritual scar.

From the start, he has been hesitant to make Aurelius a
disciple of the Earth. He just can’t quite discern either the
young man’s potential or his true character. His vibrations are
misleading, like a fault line beneath a thick layer of snow.
Granted, the chalk circle earned him the rank of initiate, and
he must be worthy of becoming a pillar, since he passed the
fang test. In fact, he’s the only one of the candidates to have
done so; all the others have come back empty-handed –
although Hannibal is still missing, so he might bring one
back, too.
And yet, Tumul is still hesitant.
He knows that a major change is coming; he has felt so
many jolts and tremors that are harbingers of that. He
doesn’t yet know the breadth and depth of it, but he has no
doubt that it will occur. In the meantime, he himself is
getting old, his talent has gradually become calcified with
sediment. He’s tougher, but more brittle; at once stronger
and more fragile. He might very well magnify the shock wave
of the upheaval that’s coming rather than absorbing it. So the
time has come to confide the arkhome to the care of a
younger, suppler Primus, one who will be better able to adapt
to the new pressure lines. Adaptability is hardly one of the
Earth’s greatest virtues, in him even less than in some others.
For years he had been counting on Hannibal, but the
behemoth is more devoted to Solis than to his role as a
warlock. The wise ones of the arkhome are fully aware of
that and would oppose his nomination. It’s all Tumul’s fault,
he’s aware of that. He’s the one who wasted the behemoth’s
talent after having detected his incredible potential in the
arena at the Appologium.
From the day she was born, Solis was trouble from Tumul’s
point of view. She’s a mystery. Something about her
doesn’t…. ring true. She vibrates like a ghost, as evasive as a

horse galloping between two worlds – somewhat like
Aurelius, he suddenly realizes. And nothing disturbs the
Primus more than mystery.
So he took advantage of the fact that the Malek had
appointed Hannibal as Solis’s protector for them to become
close. He even allowed the behemoth to initiate his protégée
into the arcana of the Earth, which came dangerously close
to flouting the Crucible Agreement. That meant that
Hannibal spent too much time at the Palace and not enough
at Earth College, and his potential was never able to flourish
fully. Just like warriors have to train ever day to avoid
stagnation, magi have to practise magic tirelessly if they want
to master prana fully. Hannibal is still a gifted warlock, a
choice recruit for the Earth, but he doesn’t have what it takes
to be Primus.
Tumul has to seek elsewhere for the disciple who will bring
equilibrium to the arkhome. The question is how to decide if
Aurelius is the disciple he’s looking for.
After the incidents that marred her tour of Arkhante’s
territories, the Malkah had personally tasked him with
analysing the prana situation. Tumul figured it was the perfect
opportunity to organize an initiation ritual, to which he
invited Aurelius. He regrets his decision now: instead of
focussing on magic’s ups and downs, now he has to worry
about his arkhome’s political future, too.
Even though the Primus’s thoughts are drifting, his hands
are steady. Beneath his fingers, he can feel Aurelius clenching
his teeth so hard that the wood is cracking between his
molars. The gladiator is forcing himself to take deep, slow
breaths in, and does his best to evacuate the excruciating pain
as he exhales, rising above the agony radiating from his
shoulder and paralyzing his neck and upper back. The
struggle to remain still is triggering tremors, shudders and

shivers, and Tumul can pick up every chord of his vibrant
concerto. He can even divine a hint of Aurelius’s pride at the
feat he’s achieving, and a pinch of fear that the wound could
become infected.
Every candidate has the same feelings, of course. But
Aurelius buries them more deeply than most. One thing is
clear, he has a high threshold for pain, and unshakable
determination.
“Do you know why the Earth is the most powerful of the
seven magics?” Tumul asks.
He settles for Aurelius’s vague growl as a pretext to keep
talking.
“Because it’s the only one that has several Legendaries.
Baram, Loo, Nox and the others are all unique. Whereas the
rockworms are countless – fortunately, since their role is to
churn up the soil of Artellium to regenerate the prana. The
Seers of Light, for instance, have very limited access to Lify’s
sloughed-off skins, so they possess only a few, rare veils of
revelation. Whereas we witches and warlocks have access to
countless fangs, a constantly replenished supply. Scarification
offers the Pillars of the Earth the opportunity to become
one with the prana. That’s where our true strength lies.”
In reply, Aurelius snaps the piece of wood he’d been biting
fiercely, before fainting like all the others. Absorbing the
power of a Legendary One is no small thing… even if it is
ceding you no more than a scrap of its power.
Tumul had just put the finishing touches on his work: the
scarifications climb up Aurelius’s left arm, blossoming over
his shoulder in steady undulations – when cries of joyful
surprise reach him from outside the cave. Hannibal is back,
he recognizes the behemoth’s strong, stable pace. He can
catch a note of pride, as well as… something else.
Intrigued, the Primus wipes his hand and steps towards the

entrance to the cave, where he lurks in the shadows, his rock
tucked away behind his back so as not to betray his presence.
Looming over the admiring group that has gathered around
him, Hannibal is brandishing his trophy – three whole fangs
– overhead. Bringing back three fangs instead of just one is
already a record, but no one has ever brought one back with
the still bloody root attached. While most candidates are
eliminated at this stage, Hannibal not only passed the test, he
actually ripped a live worm’s teeth out!
Tumul doesn’t see how that’s possible. He knows that he
himself would be incapable of such a feat.
It’s an
unprecedented act that could well earn Hannibal the title of
Primus, despite the arkhome’s reluctance.
But something about it feels off. A wrong note is
disturbing the song of the Earth, like a fissure that forms and
is instantly filled with the lava that portends a volcanic
eruption.
The blood on the fangs! It’s tainted. Expired. Bereft of
prana.
Those fangs aren’t a hard-won trophy; they were wrenched
from a corpse.
Tumul suddenly feels unsteady on his feet. The Primus of
the Earth himself is teetering. Hannibal is lying about how he
got those fangs, turning his opportunism into triumph. His
behaviour may be worthy of the Air, but certainly not of a
warlock of the Earth. He’s going to have to answer for his
shameful behaviour. Still, that’s not the worst of it. No, the
real problem is that the worm was sick enough to expire.
The conclusion is obvious: magic isn’t just acting strangely,
the whole prana cycle is collapsing. The danger doesn’t
concern just an arkhome or two, all of Artellium is
threatened.
Over his head and slightly behind him, his rock globe stops

spinning and splits open. As though Artellium itself was
falling out of orbit and drifting into the void.

21
DARKNESS ALIGHTS

There are places where Solis doesn’t need to be escorted by
the Royal Guard, so impenetrably safe are they. The Crucible,
the School of Schools, where the Primi gather when the
situation requires it, is one of those places.
The fact is that the Crucible is so off-limits that even the
Malkah isn’t supposed to enter, at least not alone or
without the supreme magi’s leave.
What is she doing here? She has no real answer, just an
intuition, a strange attraction, a quivering aspiration drawing
her in. As Solis enters the building, ValRed stays at the
entrance, his shoulder pads as wide as the double doors he’s
guarding. His shadow reaches into the gloomy entrance hall, a
vigilant silhouette ready to leap over the threshold at the
slightest alarm.
Solis is advancing with cautious steps, head raised to look
around her. There’s no one. She is accompanied only by the
echo of her steps.
The Crucible is a huge, pentagonal room with an arched
ceiling topped by an oculus that could be a peephole for the
Gods. The place is swept by drafts fleeing avidly towards the

open door, bearing damp dust and making the wrathful
torches’ flames flicker and sway. Solis shivers, as much from
apprehension about transgressing the taboo as from the chill.
Forming a pentagon, the walls honour the history and
mythology of the 0elementary magics. Stunningly refined,
starkly beautiful bas-reliefs flaunt the high points of each
arkhome’s history: their foundation, the legend of their first
Primus, their magi’s most momentous achievements.
Air, Earth, Fire, Water and Nature.
The elements’ elementary exploits.
Like the not-yet entirely Sculpted Throne, large swaths of it
are blank, bare of the slightest chisel mark, as a sign that the
Order’s history remains to be written.
Solis is struck by the solemnity of the place. A year ago, she
would have been yearning to wind up carved into the back of
the Throne in such prestigious company. Not now. She doesn’t
care about medals and medallions any more. She has more
important things to worry about.
The mind of the young queen with eyes the colour of a
darkly threatening sky – purple cloud, violent storm – are
swirling with questions: which choices, out of all the ones we
make, will go down in history? How will they be judged? And
above all, will this sacred place still exist a hundred years from
now to tell posterity about them?
Everything is converging towards a single question: does
Arkhante have a prayer of surviving the prana’s decline? The
way in which Solis lives in the present, the choices she will have
to make very soon, will have a decisive role to play in her
people’s future. The stakes are so large, while she is so small.
She feels cornered – by her hesitations, her uncertainly about
her own legitimacy to bear the crown, her ability to embody –
nay, to be – the Throne, to feel in her very gut the impact of

the massive responsibilities that are so crucial to Arkhantans
that stem from that.
Who is she really, in her heart of hearts? What is she worth?
Her status as Malkah will not suffice to legitimize her
decisions. Being born with blue blood is an advantage, not a
guarantee of success. So what should she do?
Deep inside her, she can feel the seed of a resolution taking
root. Just to be real – fully and without artifice, refusing all
pretension and false intellect. What buds will blossom from
that seed tossed through the air? A stalk of stinging nettle,
eternally blooming jasmine, or a modesty blade of grass? What
will she grow along the road that will lead her to regenerating
the prana?
Only the future has the answer, it hasn’t been engraved yet.
Perhaps that is the true secret in these walls. Truth doesn’t
exist. In the end of the day, the choices – good or bad – you
make are the only thing that matters, because they make you
complete. And that is the only path to follow to find one’s
place in the Crucible.
Do the magi pass secrets like that on to each other during
the ceremonies that are held here?
Ready to welcome their delicate posteriors, the tiers of seats
stretch from the bas-reliefs to the centre of the room. They
stop here, in front of a circle of ten seats, a pair for each
element: one for the Primus, the other for his or her disciple
and designated successor.
Solis stops at the duo of armchairs belonging to the Earth
arkhome. Made of hammered bronze, sturdy and unadorned,
they are perfectly in tune with the witches and warlocks. Once
again, the architecture of the Crucible seems to be asking her
a question, and she is more obsessed with that question then
she wants to admit, even to herself. Who will Tumul choose as

his successor: Aurelius or Hannibal?
Fate will soon decide for him, during the Pillars of the Earth
ritual. The Primus had been reluctant to organize the ritual so
hastily, but Solis had insisted: it would provide the young
Malkah with some clues as to just how degenerated the prana
actually is. At least she hopes it will. The rockworms are truly
the initiators of its cycle. And besides… the ritual may well
resolve the question of Tumul’s succession. She needs to
know.
The ceremony, held in the Acongua mountains, at the heart
of the Earth arkhome, has probably already taken place by
now! Desperate to know the outcome, Solis goes to the
drakiary every day in hopes of finding a dragonnet sent by the
Primus.
But there’s been nothing so far. The silence is sapping her
morale. Aurelius? Or Hannibal? Their faces in her mind cheer
her up briefly. The guardian of tradition or the young prodigy?
The Malkah’s rock and faithful friend? Or the mysterious,
elusive adventurer?
She feels her pulse racing, a muddled heart’s discordant
vibration. Stopping short, she leans on the wall and closes her
eyes. Where has her usual clairvoyance gone? What in magic’s
name is she doing here? The Crucible is a place of
concentrated magic. What ever possessed her to come here?
Amidst the harmonious tableau of the Crucible’s vibrations,
Solis’s have the texture of dry coal. She closes her eyes, inhales,
takes a step back from herself, exhales, then gradually finds her
footing again. Doubt preys on her too often, as though it had
been planted deep inside her by a hand other than her own.
As she starts walking towards the shaft of light from the
oculus once more, her father’s image imprints itself on her
mind. With trembling lip, she chases away the memory that’s

rising like a flash flood. Solis knows perfectly well where the
seed of the lack of confidence in her own choices comes from.
Suddenly, her hesitations between Aurelius and Hannibal seem
as insignificant to her as dust on the furniture of what really
matters. Showing them who’s boss. Proving to her Dynastic
Lords, her Primi, and above all, herself, that she’s more than
just a lineage, that the noble blood is anecdotic compared to
her noble deeds.
Were the decisions she made after Plenition justified, or were
they as useless as rebuilding a sand castle over and over after
each tide washes it away? They are, she’s sure of it. Even if
everybody else sees nothing but fallow land, she’s convinced
her acts will wind up bearing ripe fruit. Starting with having
had Shado assassinate Julian. Solis hasn’t heard from him for
ten days now, but it doesn’t matter. She trusts her Primus of
the Darkness implicitly. The deed is a little too like her father,
but Arkhante’s honour had to be restored.
Still a few steps from the centre of the large circle formed
by the Primi’s seats, Solis suddenly freezes. Anybody else
would have walked right by without noticing the notch marring
the slab of old stone at her feet, but not Solis. For having
studied the steep path that others before her had taken, she
has an in-depth knowledge of her realm’s history. So although
it’s dulled and dirtied by the years, the gash leaps out at her
eyes like a will ‘o the wisp in the gloom.
With a rustle of shimmering fabric, the Malkah bends down
and touches the dent in the stone with her fingers. Her face is
nought but knots, like those in otherwise flawlessly smooth
wood.
“Stryge the Mad…”
Although it was barely a whisper, just pronouncing that
name out loud is a kick in the gut. Long ago, well before her

time, an earlier Malek was unanimously deposed by the
Crucible, which found him obsessed with a frivolous quest
rather than the good of his subjects. “Deposed” must be
understood as “decapitated,” as the mark – left by the
executioner’s axe that cut off his head – attests.
When her slender fingers graze the gash, the trace of that
dire day, she can practically hear the jubilant cries of the crowd
of magi who packed the room to witness the show. Their
vulgar laughter is deformed by her anguish. Solis is standing
where he stood, and suddenly it’s not Mad Stryge being
executed, it’s her own frail neck that’s being chopped in two.
The hairs standing on end on her bare neck feel the metal
blade swooshing down, her ears are ringing with the sound of
bones snapping, her temples are throbbing, her breath short,
she could almost start spewing blood on the cold stone floor,
the world is spinning like her stomach, as a single tear mixed
with acidic sweat drips onto the grey gash.
Who knows? Maybe that’s the fate her father was planning
for her? Belittle her, lower rather than raising her to the full
height of her rank. Drive her crazy so that her head would
wind up rolling on the flagstones of the Crucible.
Solis snuffles noisily, placing both fists on the floor like
crutches, to help herself stand back up. She pictures her
father, that straight-backed, ruthless Malek, as cold and
insensitive as the skeletal towers of Mantris… pictures him
witnessing her reign, and she bursts out laughing. It’s a
guttural, laughter, both frank and bitter, that breaks the silence,
sweeps the echoes of the past away. What wouldn’t she give to
see the look on his face if he learned about her blasphemous
project to rehabilitate the Rift! The man that he was would
have hated the altruistic woman she’s becoming, a hundred
times more than he despised the tender little girl she used to

be.
Another wave of bile assails her throat, a flood of
treacherous questions washing her sand castle away once
again. What if rehabilitating the Rift was just the risible
revenge of a frustrated little girl?
If she cares that much about the territory, why doesn’t she
have the grit to go to the Rift and see for herself if the
diplomatic favour is being honoured by her enemy. Why did
she send Kora in her stead? Why does she always make excuses
for herself ? Maybe she doesn’t really want the Rift to be part
of her realm, and in the end of the day, she’s just doing all that
to prove a point
Solis is tottering, physically and emotionally. The walls with
their bas-reliefs about the five arkhomes feel oppressive.
All those eyes…
Those harsh eyes staring at her from every direction are
making her back up, pushing her towards the centre of the
room. Solis’s throat is dry; she feels prodded as though she
were walking barefoot on the burning embers of her doubts.
She bumps into the rostrum in the middle of the Crucible.
Raised five steps higher than the rest, it holds another chair…
more of a throne really, so majestic is it.
Placed directly beneath the oculus, it is carved out of a
single, massive piece of crystal. To reach it, you have to climb
up two more steps, which act as a seat for the designated
successor. The light of the suns falling from the ceiling literally
brings the throne to life, as their rays are diffracted through
the enormous prism into a a sumptuous rainbow. The colours
drawn from the very heart of the light paint a nebulous,
floating work of art, an airy, 3-D painting portraying the Order
of Light.
That fascinating glow, woven from the very stuff of magic

itself, nourishes by contrast a gloomy alcove tucked under the
dais, a sort of shameful grotto that tries to huddle out of view.
It is the Den of Darkness, its walls splattered with glimmering
reflections of light bouncing off the blinding crystal beneath
the oculus. They afford a glimpse of the seating reserved for
the invokers and their Primus.
Of all the seats available in the Crucible, not a single one is
intended for the dynastic lords, or even the Malkah. The arcana
and the nobility are somewhat like Light and Shade: two faces
of the same coin that need each other to create a whole, but
can’t mix without annihilating each other.
Thus was it decided by the Crucible Agreement, signed in
this very place five hundred years ago.
A vague veil is covering her, a strange, irksome truth, a blued
revelation, pearly grey, ice-floe black, sorrow white. An inbetween that both reassures and terrifies her. An unpleasant
and uncontrollable attraction drawing her away from the Light
and into the Darkness. To see it and to find her place there,
despite the threat of finding out what she has thus far been so
superbly unaware of.
She has to go into the darkness. Dive in. Confront herself
with her own ego. To know what isn’t revealed by rays of sun,
even oblique ones. Lead herself without the help of a
lighthouse, riddled with fear, following her nose, her nerve, her
courage, to see better. Illuminate herself with darkness. Turn
out the light so as not to fall asleep.
Follow your intuition, for goodness sake!
Don’t pretend, act for real!
“Dive in!” she hears herself shout.
“That’s exactly it.”
Solis freezes, paralyzed, as chilled as if she’s just been
plunged into an ice-cold bath. Emanating from the grotto, the

voice is as disturbing as the place it is coming from. Her mind
begs her to leave, but her limbs reuse to obey.
Her own panic attack annoys her, leaving her disgusted by
her terrified-little-girl reaction. Now she grasps what’s going
on: the voice is what has guided her to this place. No way she’s
going to back down now!
Galvanized by anger commensurate with her fear, she steps
down from the dais to rush into Shado’s domain.
There in the gloom of the alcove she discovers a creature
imprisoned in a cage with bars of onyx, a creature whose
existence she had never believed in until this very moment…
The astrogant.
A few spell-books here and there mention his name of
course, and Solis has read them, the way you listen to a myth.
It is written that he will be the last of his kind, and that his
blood served as the black ink for the agreement. According to
the legend, capturing him was the acme of collaboration
between nobles and magi: the former being the only ones who
could resist his powers, and the latter, the only who could keep
him prisoner – the Crucible was even purpose-built to do
precisely that.
She stares at it, fascinated. So are all those stories actually
true? A creature like that, imprisoned belowground for
centuries? She can hardly believe it.
And yet… On the sprawling black-and-white cameo running
all the way around the grotto, sculptures of alabaster and onyx
show Kane, the founding Primus of the order, federating the
six other arkhomes to combat the enemy of the Legendary
Ones.
That enemy is right there in front of her.
Mesmerized, Solis walks towards it. The astrogant seems to
be human, but the illusion dissipates quickly. Slender and

spindly, it looks like a wooden puppet, or the skeleton of a
filiform giant. Everything about its silhouette is scrawny and
sickly. It gives off an impression of debilitating disease,
reinforced by the shabby tunic covering it imperfectly.
Still, the strangest thing about it is the translucent ball
standing in for a face. In the sparse light, which somehow
splatters the room rather than illuminating it, you can divine
indistinct shapes inside the perfect sphere; shapes that
intertwine in long, curling scrolls, like milk dissolving into
pitch.
Solis’s mistrust is growing. She advances with deliberate
slowness, step by careful step. Her eyes gape open, both to
pierce the obscurity and to anticipate the slightest suspicious
movement… even though it doesn’t seem like the astrogant
could possibly reach her: the bars weave a web as tight as the
lead of a stained-glass window around him.
She stops a rod away – it seems unwise to get any closer –
and walks all the way around the captive, who is exposed like
an exotic bird in a cage. Impossible to catch its gaze. If the
astrogant could be said to have eyes, or a nose or a mouth,
they could only be Solis’s own, reflected in the glass of the
sphere.
Staring at herself, she can’t escape her own gaze.
“Astrogant…” she whispers, without looking away.
“Even saying my name makes your voice quake. Your doubts
are as noisy as the roar of Namani Falls.”
The creature sighs before going on.
“The last time I dipped my hand into their waters, those falls
hadn’t become Nephtys yet. The last time I contemplated
Rainar, the sun was one quarter smaller. The last time I walked
freely through Artellium, two of the seven Legendary Ones
hadn’t even been born yet.”

In the sphere that acts as his face, a black-and-white
hurricane is whirling.
“I…”
“You came to find out if you are worthy of the Sculpted
Throne.”
“I… I am the Malkah, and I am worthy!” Solis shoots back,
goaded by vexation.
“But the answer to that question isn’t what worries you the
most. “
The creature’s voice is dry and breathless, like dust in an attic.
But its laughter is diabolical, a snapping of glass as much as a
burst of laughter, the prophetic scream of a mummy patiently
waiting for an over-confident adventurer to wander into the
tomb he’s exploring and die.
“What worries me is to not have the answers, full stop.”
“There is only one certainty: this prison will rust before my
bones. Your father didn’t grasp that in time.”
“Tornhil? He came to see you? What did he ask you?”
The curls of milk and pitch get shaken up inside what could
pass for a shrug.
“Tornhil was wrong.
“What happened to him?”
“You aren’t asking the right questions, Solis.”
The Malkah shivers hearing the last syllable of her name
drawn out exaggeratedly, like a serpent hissing.
“I…”
“Ask, Malkah!”
“What… What’s wrong with the prana?”
“Ask!”
Solis is simmering, she feels the question rising, and won’t
be able to stifle it.
“Will I be able to save Arkhante?”

“It’s about time! You almost proved your father right by
boring me to death… Look at the sphere, it’s a spectacle you
will never see again.”
Hypnotized, Solis gets lost in the silver-and-soot meanders
whirling inside the astrogant’s rounded head.
She sees…
She sees herself!
She’s laughing and screaming! Like an angel allowing itself
to be corrupted, like a demon seeking absolution.
It’s her, yet it isn’t. She recognizes herself without being able
to identify herself. A false psyche, a double reflection.
“An indecisive leader is double trouble!” the astrogant says,
taunting her with sickening laughter.
“I don’t understand…”
Aurelius’s face materializes in the middle of the visions. Solis
begins to snicker, her laughter like a cross between a hiccup
and a snuffle. Something perfectly inelegant, in any case.
Perfectly outraged, too.
The idea that a man could be the cornerstone of her fate
seems inadmissible in this context. She feels trapped, swindled.
That’s what explains his magneticism… What is his secret?
What is it, for magic’s sake? Why wasn’t she more cautious?
“You are trying to read a future that you are stubbornly
gazing upon with your eyes closed.”
Before this vulnerable young mortal woman, the filiform
giant takes his time with each sentence, pausing as though he
were adjusting his banderillas.
“It would be entertaining if it weren’t so predictable.”
“Who is Aurelius?” she asks.
“The question is not who he is, but where he will lead you.
You want to save Arkhant, but you will save the Rift. You will
re-establish the name it used to bear.”

“Solon…”
“Yes, Solis. Solon. The former eighth territory. A royal fleurde-lis to return the magic to a desolate land that has been
deprived of it for so-o-o long. Your fate was tied to the Rift
long ago. Only there can you blossom.”
Luminosity and gloom blend on the astrogant’s face,
mirroring the contradictory diffractions in Solis’s mind. Is it
true? Could it really be that trivially true?
“Don’t run blindly towards the light. You’re not a dungscarab, Solis! Your path is paved with shadows.” The astrogant
has a low, liquid laugh that makes Malkah shiver all by itself.
“You’re finding out what you already know. Just like your
father. What was the favour your father demanded after his
victory at the very first Appologium?”
“Eliminating the entire family of Hadrian, the last dynastic
lord of Solon, in retaliation for his defection during the War
of Heroes,” she answers, straightening up.”
“Precisely.”
Solis shudders. It can’t be a coincidence. Everything’s
converging. Was her father nothing but a pawn on someone
else’s chessboard? Her arms are covered in goose-bumps and
her shoulders feel crushed by the burden of implacable fate.
“Was Tornhil acting on your orders?”
“Will you do it, too?”
“Never!”
“Your father said the same thing twenty years ago. Look
where he is now.”
“I’m not my father!”
“So you say. Only time will tell.”

