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    This is a fictional work, based on true facts, places which I dream about and people I shared many moments of my life with. Nevertheless, any resemblance to actual or past events is purely coincidental.... Or almost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Escaping is only a delay. It is something pathetic as it always seems to be beneficial, but at the end of the way, it always appears to be meaningless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cornered, Matilda took a few more steps forwards, analysing her choices, looking, on one side, at the two self-confident militiamen calmly walking toward her and, on the other, at the drones blocking her way to the forest. The Legatee was following from a distance, without rushing, quite peacefully. A cruel smile was illuminating his face, which normally showed no expression, already enjoying his victory. The closest militiaman aimed his weapon toward her, then, suddenly, his sidekick and he turned their gaze, looking up toward the forest, scared and impatient to fight. Matilda turned back to fully understand the situation. A fighting aircraft, a mix of a plane and a helicopter, just appeared so close to the top of the trees, which they bend like common bamboos under the pressure of the atomic reactors of the huge machine... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Victor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Victor had lost all ideas of time. How long ago had he escaped from the sacred land of South America? How many weeks did he spend to cross the ocean? How many days ago had he travelled the sacred lands of Africa? How many hours had bygone since he encountered the Milicia Christi’s frightening drones. Whatever the answer was, it was far too long and his muscles couldn’t handle it any more. Only despair was pushing him to carry on. His arms could row only because he deeply knew the future of humankind was depending on him. Victor was realistic. Probably a bit too much. And this was his most singular feature. Being now more than 65 years old, he clearly knew this journey wouldn’t be a simple Sunday stroll. He also knew that if he hadn’t got the nano-boosters injection, he wouldn’t have reached Saint-Louis on the Atlantic Coast, which used to be Brazil. He decided the side effects were of little importance. His last hope was to finally find her again to reveal his secret to her.        
 
    Esclarmonde, are you still alive? Did you find shelter in Kalia as you promised me?  
 
    This painful separation was still engraved in his flesh. Twenty years had been gone in a snap. The memories were slowly coming back as he was approaching the small rural community of Kalia, located on the East side of the Lake Chad, further than the horizon.  
 
    Everything started when the ecological systems collapsed one at a time because of the overpopulation and because of the lawless self-destructing overconsumption of the planet. Fifteen billions of people who would prefer to own properties rather than thinking, learning, understanding, protecting. All the ecosystems of the planet dropped in every part of the world, the huge tropical forests, the oceans, the sea ice and the big glaciers, the lowlands and the valleys. Or at least, what was barely remaining of it. The scarce resources were completely depleted, including oil and its countless by-products. The world agriculture was only producing a few genetically modified seeds of wheat, corn and rice and some plants that could be cultivated very easily. Insects, the main source of proteins of the world were suffering from plagues and the first important world famines arose when the production dropped. This was the first severe blow for the population. It was the infamous Godless Decade! This name was given afterwards by the powerful Terra Fecundis Church. In other words, this was ten years without a single childbirth on Earth. Victor was barely twelve years old at this time but this period was clearly engraved in his memories. Then, many riots, revolts, wars started and lead the world population to drop even further. Entire areas were contaminated by radioactive leaks from the last existing nuclear plants, which were destroyed during the fights. The massive exodus of the Northern hemisphere population toward the Southern hemisphere which followed resulted in new conflicts with their share of victims. This was the third severe blow on the world demography. Despite all the existing human technologies, nothing could be done about radioactivity. In barely twenty years, the population dropped down below 900 million people. The human extinction seemed to be inevitable. At the rate of people deaths and as they couldn’t reproduce, humankind was doomed to completely disappear from Earth in just a few decades. The surviving scientists were still relentlessly looking for solutions without any success. That was when a rumour spread out like wildfire, a Miracle happened, a childbirth. The first one in ten years. A Holy man who founded a modest Church in Northern Brazil was spoken about. An enlighten person proclaiming being the true reincarnation of the Christ. This was Inosanto’s accession, the new Prophet who chose to sacrifice his appearance and to suffer for eternity to get forgiveness for the humankind sins and for God to be merciful. Inosanto the immortal, Inosanto the saviour, Inosanto the Prophet, whatever the name he was called by, converting to his Church and strictly following the life and divine nature precepts was enough to be blessed by God and to obtain the sacred blessing of being able to procreate. A decade later, the major part of humankind who had survived had converted and Inosanto created sacred sanctuaries, huge region forbidden to humankind and intended for nature regeneration as God commanded him. The tropical forests should rise again, nature should take back its right place in the world, be respected in order to provide enough to feed the small number of humans left and perfect conditions for them to live in peace. A sprawling religious theocracy established itself step by step. It was as efficient as it was ruthless and nobody was complaining. Nobody? Not really. Many scientists who didn’t care about the religious rambling of the Church gathered together in order to start a wealth of research programs to give a logical explanation based on science and to interrupt the quick ascent of this new totalitarian regime. Inosanto didn’t have the same vision. Based on the Catholic Church of the first millennium, he created the Milicia Christi and declared the beginning of a new divine inquisition whose aim was to eradicate all scientists who dared studying, modifying and transforming living creatures. The history was just going the same way. They were designated as heretics and as a great danger for the humankind future. This inquisition, known as the Great Purge, was one of the bloodiest of the Christian history. Besides the available scientific literature, which was fully destroyed, scientists were chased. The few who escaped sought refuge in the contaminated regions. Others blend in the communities, getting new identities, pretending to follow the rules and to be good followers in order to survive. Inosanto took advantage of his complete influence to reorganise all the human societies. The population control would be done through the injection of chips under the skin and the community wouldn’t be able to exceed five thousand individuals. The churches built everywhere around the territory would be in charge of educating the masses and organising religious worships with mandatory attendance. Some natality ceremonies would be organised every week so the women could express their devotion to God and maybe be chosen to give birth and get the sacred honour of the humankind future. Finally, trips would be strictly limited in order to avoid the past mistakes, to avoid spreading potential plagues, polluting and plotting. Inosanto declared a new calendar in which the year zero was the year of the birth miracle, and coincidentally, the first days of his immortality. For Victor, the current year was 2180 while for others it was year 39 of the new Inosanto’s era.  
 
    The Lake Chad had seen a lot. Victor remembered his history-geography classes he followed when he was young. As for the Aral Sea, the Lake Chad had completely disappeared at the end of 2050. Despite all the projects to save it, nothing was enough to maintain it. At this time, the overpopulation of Africa was so important that the water need was only reached by taking up more and more of the blue gold. Since this time, it got back to its gorgeous past and had a surface equivalent as the one of this European country used to be called Switzerland. Today, the world was divided in three distinct habitable regions, the sacred lands of South America, of Africa and of Oceania. All the other lands were forbidden as they were contaminated by nuclear plants and devastated by mighty radioactive storms. The big tropical forests in the Amazon, in Central Africa and in Oceania were strictly prohibited to the humankind. Autonomous machine-tools, such as robots with four legs designed to look like a dog, were inhabiting the ruins of the last nuclear plants in order to collect radioactive wastes. These were recycled in an atomic pile which had been widely used on Earth for more than a century. The idea was to wisely use technology according to the humankind purpose. If scientists had been purged, engineers, on the other hand, were holding a special position in this new world. And if the majority of the living communities were dedicated to farming, a few engineers’ communities were enjoying privileges and had a high comfort which was unparalleled within the Church. Nevertheless, a lot of the technological knowledge had been lost because of the wars and of the huge death rate in the population. Malfunctions were frequent and sometimes had dramatic consequences in every sectors - transportation, energy production, agriculture or communication. One thing was working perfectly, the technology used by the Milicia Christi, the electronic chips, controlling and punishing the population, the military transportation units, which were feared by the whole population and their mighty powerful weapons with biometric recognition.  
 
    Victor was finally paddling to his destination, leaving behind all the sad memories he had witnessed about the world history. His small canoe was gently going on the quiet lake toward what was looking like a shore covered by canes and various high weeds. Disrupted by the small boat going through the plants, thousands of mosquitoes supported by an army of flies swept on Victor disorderly. He pulled in his chin, closed his eyes, clenched his jaws and without freaking out, he just kept going as much as he could. Despite his obstinacy, he didn’t withstand long the numerous stings and had no choice but to drop into the water to avoid being defeated by the insects. The burning and itchy feelings were to a degree he couldn’t identify clearly which part of his body was bothering him the most. On the shore, a few trees with visible roots the size of a man were rising over the water like a plant wall. The huge swamp wouldn’t be easy to cross and he knew it. Victor made sure his supposedly waterproof backpack didn’t get water in and that its content was still pristine. He started to move on carefully, step by step, paying attention to any suspicious moves on the surface of the water. He knew from experience he could encounter at any time deadly poisonous snakes, toads with toxic skin and many other bugs he would rather not be confronted with. Nature wouldn’t allow him any rest. The water was still knee-high when he finally fled the swarm of insects and just had to deal with dragonflies and a few reckless mosquitoes. He turned back to make sure no drone followed him.  
 
    Such a strange idea! They would have captured me a long time ago if they had spotted me.  
 
    However, before disappearing in the swamp, he turned back again, not to contemplate one last time the amazing wild landscape of the Lake Chad with its pink colour from the rising sun, but indeed because he feared more than anything else in the world the mighty powerful drones of the Church.         
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Matilda 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just 20 years old, Matilda had every chance to be chosen by the Almighty to become a mother. Even if all the women under 40 years old of the community were taking part once a week in the natality worship, even if only the most devout women would be honoured by God, she was still hoping one day she would become one of them. As long as she could remember, since she was approximately 15 years old - age she had to take part in the worship - Abbot Matthew was leading it. Matilda was never getting tired of listening this old sixty-year-old man, while he was passionately narrating the great history of humanity and the redeeming resurgence of the Christ reincarnated in the humble form of Inosanto. She loved while he was speaking about the Miracle, the first new born baby after the Godless Decade. She was a girl and Inosanto delivered her himself in front of the small chapel where all began again, on Mosqueiro Island in the northern part of the sacred lands of South America. She was named Eve. She was a small metis with skin the same colour as honey, eyes green as emeralds and curly hair like the swirled rushes around the rice paddies. Ultra-realistic painting of her in her mother’s arms dressed the wall of every church in the world and she was unreasonably worshipped. Since she was small, Matilda was identifying herself specifically to Eve. Indeed, they had a lot in common, the same skin colour, eyes, curly hair, full lips and small demure nose. Also, just like Eve, she never knew who her father was. He had disappeared even before she was born. Therefore, she transferred her fondness toward the old abbot with dark ebony skin and he was reciprocating it in such a sensitive way.  
 
    “Matilda, it’s always a real pleasure to see you joining the worships. Your absence last week worried me.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for his small protégé to drop her long board after the long line of bicycles belonging to the followers already installed inside the chapel. He carefully rested his forehead on hers, closed his eyes and slipped the palm of his hand on the top of her head. It was a small ritual they were following every time they met each other, during the week in the small clinic where she was volunteering a few hours to help the sick persons, or during the big Sunday mass. 
 
    “I apologise. I was sick, Father Matthew. Do you think the Almighty will hold me accountable for this?”  
 
    “Don’t worry, all the odds are in your favour. You’re the most devout young woman I know.”  
 
    Matilda instantly smiled again.  
 
    “Thank you, Father Matthew.”  
 
    “Next time, tell your mother to call to inform me. I would be less worried. At least, she wasn’t affected too much, was she?”  
 
    “No. I don’t know how she fell through the cracks. I think she simply avoid being in touch with other people during the plague.”  
 
    “Hmm! I think she just avoid any contact with other people,” the old man answered quickly. “If she doesn’t come to mass she will be in trouble, and I won’t be able to endlessly cover up for her.”  
 
    “I will tell her again, I promise.”  
 
    “This time, the community has taken a heavy toll.”  
 
    “Yes. I heard for Antonio and Victoire. They didn’t come to work in the fields yesterday and when I inquired if they were well, I was informed the funerals would be this Saturday.”  
 
    “One hundred and forty-two parishioners were taken by the plague in one week only.”  
 
    “Oh my God! I didn’t know...”  
 
    “With the current low birth rate, let’s hope the Almighty will grant us a high fertility. What about Paul?”  
 
    “He just had a bit of fever and quite painful soreness. He is strong you know.”  
 
    “He will be a good father when the day will come.”  
 
    Matilda straightened back and looked directly into his eyes.  
 
    “I’m  ready to be a mother!” She yelled.  
 
    “I don’t have a single doubt, but this doesn’t depend on me. May God hear you and fulfil your wishes. Park your casters quickly and go settle in, we will start in a few minutes.” 
 
    Matilda quickly laid her extraordinary long and old skateboard on the wall. She got closer to the biometric pulpit and presented her wrist in order to register she was present in the church. Then, she pulled to the front of the church to find a seat on the first row before they were all taken. The oldest women around forty years old, often much more despair than the younger ones to get pregnant, hurried to take those seats to make a good impression. Matilda found an available seat, the last vacant one. She hurried to overpass a young woman on the way.  
 
    She couldn’t resist taking a look at the two men from the Milicia Christi, fully dressed in black, standing on each side of the altar. From habit, she wasn’t paying attention any more to their weapons, their military boots, their impressive stature, or to the fact that the only part of their body which was still perceptible was their eyes. They were here for the safety of all and Matilda never put this fact into question. She was feeling protected. It was the only thing that truly mattered. Once, she witnessed the apprehension of a group of a dozen men who were drinking alcohol during the yearly community celebration. They had to face two men of the Milicia. One of them was enough to overcome the group, while the other was noting the offender identities on his electronic chip reader. Their fighting skills were so impressive that she dreamed about it during several nights. Or was it nightmares?  
 
    Once in front of the chair, she recognised Angelica, her mother’s friend, who already reached the limit age.  
 
    “Hello. Uhh... I guess you’ve  kept this seat for Sonia, haven’t you?” 
 
    The parishioner’s eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “Sonia won’t come any more, my dear.”  
 
    “Oh, no? The virus?” Matilda was mourning.  
 
    “You can call it the way you want, this crap got her.”  
 
    “Be calm! You can’t curse in the Lord’s house, you know it well,” she answered while looking discreetly at the security cameras in each of the four corners of the worship place.   
 
    “What’s the matter? I’ve never been chosen. And I will never be. In a few months, my dream of having a child would be over.”  
 
    “You’re going to be 41?”  
 
    Matilda sat on the small wooden chair.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Angelica added. “I’m  praying every day, I haven’t missed much natality worship or mass, I’ve always taken part in the community charity and my husband is working hard in the fields to produce enough food for what’s left of our world.”  
 
    “We must maintain our faith. God will know when your time will come. He sees all the effort you’re doing...”  
 
    “It’s easy to say when we’re 20 years old,” she abruptly barged in. “I only have a few months left, a few months... Do you hear me?”  
 
    “What’s happening my dears?” Father Matthew interrupted them, while going past them to reach the altar in order to begin the ceremony. 
 
    Astonished, Angelica didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “Angelica is devastated by the death of her friend Sonia,” Matilda added. 
 
    The man of God got closer and took her hands in his.  
 
    “I’m  sorry for your loss. I know how close you were with Sonia. And I know how deeply she wanted to become a mother.”  
 
    “It’s unfair!” She yelled as an answer. “She was dreaming of a child. She was giving everything she had to the Church. God doesn’t care about us at all.” 
 
    Many followers, surprised by the tone of the small discussion, couldn’t resist the urge to listen and even stopped their own talks. One of the two militiamen came closer, but Father Matthew motioned him to remain at his place.  
 
    “I understand your anger. What do you think if I discuss this matter of doubting during my sermon?” He offered her, doing his best to hide his concern from all the faces staring at him.   
 
    Angelica felt a comforting hand lying on her forearm. Instead of speaking and risking to make everything worst, this was the only behaviour Matilda could express. They looked at each other for a second. Finally, Angelica nodded toward the abbot. He applied his hand on the top of her head as a sign of gratitude then carried on toward the altar, while the militiaman quietly took back his position. For their part, the followers resumed quietly their weekly gossiping. Matilda, relieved, started again thinking about her dearest dream - belonging to Inosanto’s order, honour reserved to the women giving birth to identical twins. A very rare event. To gain the status of spiritual guardian of the Church was bringing important life privileges but mainly it was the assurance her children would get a bright future, be able to study engineering and to get a high rank in the Church hierarchy. It was the promise of a better life, devoted to the Church, devoted to Inosanto, her icon.  
 
    The worship was always beginning in the same way. A huge screen covering the wall behind the altar was showing a message of Inosanto himself nurturing the deepest devotion in the women in age to procreate. The reward would be God granting them the gift of reproduction and to perpetuate the future of humankind on our magnificent planet. Inosanto appeared dressed in a white Roman toga with a few golden embroideries which was partially covering his chest. He was pretending to exhibit the stigmata he consented in to save mankind from their destructive fury. According to the rumours, he had already reached the exceptional age of 170 years old and Matilda was deeply believing this. Indeed, he had difficulty to articulate, probably because of the pain and also because of his advanced age.    
 
    According to the myth, Inosanto was living as a hermit in a small church he had built himself in Northern Brazil. He spent several decades praying for the complete end of the ravages caused by humankind. One day, an angel came to him with a divine message heralding the beginning of the apocalypse. However, as opposed to the resurrection paintings conveying wars, the hell fires and the worst conceivable atrocities, it would just be a complete interruption of procreation. God granted the gift of life and he was taking it back to punish humankind for their destructive fury. To save nature, its divine creation, he would interrupt the human rise on Earth. But, because there is always a “but,” Inosanto offered him to sacrifice himself for humankind to redeem the sins, such as the Christ did when choosing the cross and giving his life. Inosanto was ready to merge with the Christ and to live eternally in order to help humankind saving themselves. God approved but only if Inosanto could prove he was worthy of such a sacrifice. No man could get such a privilege without giving anything back. He would receive the gift of eternal life but also the stigmata the Christ had consented on. His skin would be forever covered with horrible wounds and he wouldn’t know relief any more. Inosanto accepted in a blink. His body instantly rejuvenated and get covered with burns looking like blisters and pimples and some deep cuts. The story said he collapsed on the front of his small church and laid there for more than a week before gathering enough strength to stand again. He spent years dominating the pain, healing himself with plants growing in the tropical forest. A few tribes, who were still avoiding modernity, helped him. With them, he founded the first ecclesiastic community of the new Terra Fecundis Church. It took him 10 years to be able to withstand the atrocious suffering he had consented on and to undertake his messianic scheme. Then, he performed the great miracle which ended the Godless Decade. It was the beginning of a great pilgrimage during which Inosanto performed birth miracle everywhere around the world, bringing back hope to the populations who converted one after the other.   
 
    Matilda knew every single detail of this story and, despite Inosanto’s repulsive appearance, her heart was fully dedicated to him, to such a point she was praying God every day to get twins so she could get close to him. In fact, like most of the women of the parish she spoke about it with, she was fantasising by hiding Inosanto’s half-swollen face on the pictures shown everywhere, in her home or in the church. In this way, she could imagine him as he was before his sacrifice and she was thinking he was a handsome man.  
 
    At the end of Inosanto’s speech, Father Matthew was taking over under lighting wisely arranged to highlight him. Everyone liked the natality worship as it usually was a cheerful and beautiful moment. Normally, Father Matthew would start the worship by vocals with an orchestra composed of the best musicians in Kalia. But the plague had come.  
 
    “My dear friends, most of you know about the tragic plague which has affected our community. Anatole, the leader of our parish orchestra and three of the musicians passed away, and also one hundred forty of our loved ones. Many of our parishioners couldn’t come today because they’re taking care of their loved ones. Some of them are still fighting the disease. However, in these tragic times, our faith in Inosanto and in God is even more needed. May he grant us an exceptional fertility which will allow our community to consider the future peacefully. Just before starting, many of you were informing me you had to go back to your household to take care of the sick ones. Therefore, this worship will be shortened to the essential things. However, I’m  deeply thankful to all the women who have been able to come despite this difficult time.” 
 
    Father Matthew opened the book lying in front of him on his pulpit on which “Bible of the Three Testaments” was written in golden letters on a red background. This book, established by Inosanto himself, had the Old and the New Testament and a third more recent text called “The Last Testament.” Most of its content was dedicated to the modern time, from 1900 to 2141 and was about the ecological disaster and supreme sin of humankind, sometimes individualism and sometimes consumerism, in relation with some of the evil moral values which led to the Godless Decade. Father Matthew opened the book to a page mentioning the issue of doubt. 
 
    “I understand some of you’re doubting. It’s not easy to witness some friends, sometimes much younger than you, be chosen by God to give life. You’re wondering, why them? Why not me? To answer this question, let’s study, if you agree, chapter 22 of Inosanto’s Gospel.” 
 
    Most of the four hundred followers attending today owned the bible of the three testaments and spontaneously opened it to the indicated chapter. Father Matthew started a calm and steady reading, with his arms wide open toward his audience, looking at the bas-relief representing the Church logo on the ceiling.  
 
    “... and the Almighty declared, only the purest women will be granted with the supreme honour of giving birth to the son of man, heir of Inosanto’s world, because as I’m  telling you, no linage is nobler than the one chosen by God himself. Concerning the ones mourning, expect neither mercy nor the consideration of the person who wisely saved humankind from their own madness. Rather admire the women bearing life, help them, get inspiration from them because they’re carrying the children of all, they’re carrying our burden.” 
 
    Father Matthew kept silent for a wild and nobody dared disturbing it.  
 
    “Don’t be mistaken, my dear parishioners. The lesson of this text is simple. When one of you is chosen to become a mother, in fact all of you’re becoming mothers. The future child is a collective responsibility. One day, you may have to take care of them. Inosanto is telling us we’re universal and inseparable.” He added with affection, “You, Angelica, didn’t you feel an intense joy, a real exaltation, when Emily, with whom you’re sharing so many things, told you she was pregnant and gave birth to the small Charlie?”  
 
    Angelica humbly nodded in sign of agreement.  
 
    “This is what I’m telling you about, we’re a united community and our happiness comes from our friends, our loved ones and our families’ joy. Don’t be afraid to love their children as if they were your own. Don’t be afraid to be happy through them. God, the Almighty, is listening. Don’t doubt, he is looking at you, he is seeing you every day when you’re mourning, when you’re doubting about him. Doubt is at the origin of apprehension, concern and fear. Doubt prevents from praying and interrupts the communion with the Almighty.” 
 
    Just thinking of this, Matilda felt a strange anxiety invading her.  
 
    Doubting? Never! I know you’re hearing my thoughts, I will never doubt about you. I’m  ready to be a mother, I’m  ready!  
 
    “Let’s pray,” added Father Matthew. 
 
    All the parishioners stood in a single move then, with their hand lying on their womb, they chanted in unison the natality prayer.  
 
      
 
    God, the Almighty,  
 
    We entrust you with the world,  
 
    We entrust you with our body,  
 
    We entrust you with the future of humankind,  
 
    We serve to honour Inosanto’s ultimate sacrifice,  
 
    Without which no son of God could step on this sacred world.  
 
    Our Lord, hear our prayers,  
 
    Grant our wish,  
 
    Listen to us, the one treasuring you the most. 
 
    Grant us the gift of giving life.  
 
    Amen.  
 
      
 
    Father Matthew discreetly gestured to the parishioners to sit down.  
 
    “My dear friends, this is now time for the communion.” 
 
    He signalled the militiaman on this right. The militiaman got closer and laid a small electronics chalice with a perfect square shape on the central pulpit. Matilda stepped out as fast as possible to get the first place in the line. She couldn’t handle having a bad position. Today, there were a little more than 400 people, but normally there were twice as much. And also, out of superstition, she was thinking that by being one of the first ones to get the wafer, she would get a better chance to be chosen by the Almighty. She knew Paul would be the happiest man on earth if she could give birth. He was working hard and she knew it. She was admiring his courage and his uprightness. This time, for the first time in her life, she was the first one and she felt her enthusiasm was misplaced as many of her fellow believers had or would bury their dead. Father Matthew opened the casket in front of him, took a wafer out and laid in the palms of the hand she was devotedly stretching toward him. She put down her head to thank him then step on the side to make way, and mainly to carefully lay on her tongue the small piece of tasteless white bread. She could feel it melting slowly in her mouth, while she was reciting one more time the natality prayer in her mind. She was looking for Angelica. It was just her turn to get the wafer. Matilda came closer and whispered.   
 
    “Pray while letting it melt in your mouth. Show your patience, show your trust.” 
 
    Angelica did so without answering. She laid her hands on her womb, closed her eyes and remained silent for a few seconds. When she reopened her eyes, an anxiety tear rolled on her cheek. Matilda took her hand.  
 
    “Come on, come with me to the fields, it’s on your way.”  
 
    “All right,” she answered in a muffle voice because of the emotion.” 
 
    To fight the sadness of her friend, Matilda had nothing else than her youth’s fire and her unwavering confidence in God.  
 
    Matilda promptly launched her long board on the road before jumping on it with both feet. Angelica was laboriously following her on her bicycle. They went toward the rice fields in the south.  
 
    “Do you feel like sharing a meal with my mother, Paul and me?” Matilda asked while moving on.   
 
    “That’s nice of you, but I don’t feel like it.”  
 
    “Come on, accept it! I’ll introduce you to Tao. You still haven’t seen him. Have you?”  
 
    “Tao?”  
 
    “My small puppy, he is so cute, a small ball of black and white fur with a white right eye. Paul offered him to me last week. I was so sick that he moved heaven and earth to comfort me. And you would never guess, he’s a pure Border Collie.”   
 
    “A pure breed? I’m hallucinating! How did he manage to get him?”  
 
    “He requested an administrative authorisation to go to Lagos.” 
 
    “And he got it, just by asking?”  
 
    “Because of the plague, the Church was less difficult concerning long trips so people could get some medicines or visit their relatives. And Paul’s mother is living in the small community of Kondu, north of Lagos. He seized this opportunity to go to the breed in Makoko neighbourhood. One of his cousins is working there.”  
 
    “It must have cost him several months of harvest, mustn’t it?”     
 
    “His cousin had a debt toward him, so he paid it with Tao.”  
 
    “What a chance!” Angelica declared as she was thinking about what Father Matthew just said, being happy through the happiness of others.  
 
    While they were nonchalantly strolling on the dirt tracks to reach the rice fields, two drones of the Milicia Christi passed thirty feet over their head, unusually fast. The specific hiss of their atomic engines was bringing chill in the spine. Nobody liked to see these devices at such a low altitude. It was never a good omen.  
 
    “One drone, it’s already suspicious! But two... Something serious must be happening,” Matilda exclaimed. “Hurry up! Follow me!”  
 
    She hurried up. Despite the roughness of the track which disturbed her long board and despite the steep slope leading to very dangerous speed, Matilda, half crouched, seemed to be effortlessly flying toward the rice fields. She was born on a skateboard, as her mother often reminded her. Angelica followed her with less fieriness. Far ahead, the drones were already disappearing behind a hill overlooking the rice fields.       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Helena 
 
      
 
      
 
    Working in the rice fields wasn’t really a pleasant activity. The labour was exhausting. Leaning forward, one elbow on a thigh so the back could rest, while the other arm is used to transplant the rice in the flooded field, wasn’t pleasant. Over the years, rural workers had developed many articular problems, which always ended up handicapping them a lot. Kali was a small community with fewer than five thousand souls. Tasks were divided by age. The old ones usually took care of receiving the seeds blessed by the Church and supervised their preparation so the younger in prime age could plant them in the different farms. The Church was ensuring the seeds were healthy and was providing different varieties originated from the tropical forests. As all transformations were banned, GMO seeds were strictly forbidden. Then, the seeds were sent to the rural communities according to their local climate. The surroundings of Lake Chad were really suitable for rice and also Kang Kong, a kind of water spinach. On the hills surrounding Kali, where the land had less water, mint, watercress, cauliflower and leeks were cultivated. Each community also produced one type of protein. In Kali, mainly insects were produced, crickets in particular. South of the city, a surprising landscape was drawn by huge birdcages who could reach 1.2 acre and 100 feet high. Millions of raging locusts seemed to spend all their time looking for an exit to reach the wild nature and fly away toward the plantations. The ones who managed to escape still had to flee from the swarm of birds which were hanging around, looking out for easy prays requiring little effort to be chased. These birds attracted numerous buzzards and falcons, all more impressive than the last, which enjoyed the idea of eating a sparrow or two. These big birds were the favourite target of the bird of prey trainers who were selling them in the rural communities to protect their fields from the rodents. The cycle was complete. Nothing is lost, nothing is created, everything is transformed, the interest of one another included. Everything was always controlled by the Church. All new ideas to improve the yield, to cultivate new plants, to breed new insects or animals, had to be approved beforehand by a theological, then by a technical analyse. Church committees were sitting in the administrative apparatus so everything would be centralised. A full city was in charge of managing Inosanto’s global ecclesiastic empire. This city was the former Brasilia, which was renamed Terra Fecundis, in the centre of the sacred lands of South America. Each sacred land had a decentralised centre in charge of justice missions and of maintaining the public order. Finally, engineers’ communities were always used to study possible new improvements concerning agricultural production, energy, communication, transportation and military equipment for the Milicia Christi.  
 
    Helena, despite being sixty years old, wasn’t complaining about working in the rice fields or in the cricket farms. As she liked to say to her daughter, Matilda, again and again, she was tired of being with old people, and her daughter was answering immediately she understood the reason was she would rather not be working with her. Despite her sarcastic answer, Matilda was really troubled that her mother was doing everything to avoid every kind of religious ceremonies, whether it was the mass or Inosanto’s great yearly celebration  
 
    Helena had the huge honour of being one of the chosen women granted with the gift of a child. She was 41 years old when Matilda was born. Matilda would have sworn her mother was neither really devout nor religious and Helena was always answering, “I’m  too old to get children any more, so why should I waste my time with the good Lord.” And she wasn’t completely wrong. She got pregnant before being 41 years old, just a few weeks after a terrible plague caused by quite a violent virus took the life of a few hundred inhabitants. Matilda was delighted Father Matthew wasn’t strictly following the law. Without this kind acceptance, her mother would have been thrown in jail quite a few times. Other communities weren’t lucky to have such a tolerant and adaptable Church representative as him. Matilda had already heard some stories about stringent abbot applying the inquisition’s principles without restraint - any unjustified absence at the ceremonies was directly reported to the Milicia Christi, who was strictly following the law, an immediate appearance in front of the inquisition court, and if no remorse were shown and if no radical changes happened, the offenders would be incarcerated and deprived of their belongings. Some people even spoke about strange disappearance. In case of rebellion, the sentence was declared then directly executed by a militiaman, death. However, in Kali, Father Matthew had always preferred the soft way and this was working quite well as the small community had one of the lowest criminality rates of the sacred lands of Africa, nearing zero. Also, he considered a woman who had been chosen by God to give birth was under divine protection and if the Almighty had nothing to say about her misconduct and was granting her a long life, how could he, as a mere mortal, decide otherwise? A community without any incident was inevitably attracting the attention of the Holy See, he confessed one day to Helena. Therefore, he was sometimes reporting some behaviours opposed to the divine laws, such as alcohol consumption, fornication without being married, recurrent and unjustified absence during the labour or physical assault and robberies. The last two one became very rare as the punishments inflicted by the Milicia Christi were very harsh.  
 
    It was almost noon, and the sun was at its brightest. Helena had taken the habit to eat before everybody else. She was just starting her dessert when most of her colleagues stormed into the canteen to share the daily meal. The information program was shown continuously on the screens fixed on the wall of the huge canteen. Due to the lack of space, Helena was quickly annoyed by her fellow believers who were taking her entire personal space.  
 
    “Hello Helena!” A tall man nicely named Dino said.  
 
    “Hi Helena!” Mahalia, a former colleague in the cricket farm who had recently been transferred to the rice fields, added. 
 
    Helena formally answered hello to them. She was annoyed by the cutlery noise on the plates and by the hubbub of the numerous talks. She couldn’t hear properly the details of the noon news which were mentioning the development of the investigation about an attack which happened a week ago against the atomic pile factory located in the contaminated regions. The announcer was mentioning a group of unidentified terrorists and was encouraging denunciation. According to the investigation services of the Holy See, this group was the one, who had stolen a Milicia Christi’s atomic aircraft two months ago, usually known as an MRU for Militarized Response Unit.   
 
    “They won’t feel that clever when the MC will find them,” Dino commented loudly.  
 
    “There is no doubt about this. These scums will pay for all the harm they have done to us!” Mahalia added.  
 
    “If you allow me,” Helena cut them to stand up and leave the table with her tray.  
 
    “You’re already leaving?” Dino asked her.  
 
    “My round doesn’t wait,” she replicated stoically.  
 
    Helena had to do a round around the plantation to drop off the new rice seedling and make sure the afternoon workers would be able to work. In order to do this, she had a small solar quad hauling a trailer overfilled with rice seedlings which would be methodically planted in the area which had been recently harvested. In a way, she was happy not to eat with her fellows. Helena had never been a very social person. And in the recent days, because of the plague, she was delighted to avoid being too close to anybody. She knew that avoiding physical contact with the folks, as she sometimes used to refer them, was protecting her from any possible contamination.  
 
    An unexpected apparition forced her to stop for a bit on the path leading to the next rice fields. It was an old bearded man carrying a khaki backpack and in a poor shape. He was standing fifty yards away, in front of her quad. They stared at each other without moving. Helena didn’t understand straight away what was happening, but while tears of happiness were desperately trying to find a way to the fine skin of her cheeks, two impressive drones suddenly erupted and took position on each side of the intruder. The surprised man looked at them one after another with apprehension.  
 
    “Don’t move, don’t move at all,” Helena whispered in a very low voice. 
 
    One of the two drones slowly got closer to the old man and scanned his face with a red laser pattern.  
 
    From a distance, these devices were just looking like small innocent Christian crosses flying in the sky. From close, it was a completely different thing. Their faces had a printed metallic bas-relief of the Christ himself, during the crucifixion, his face distorted by the pain, blood dripping from his forehead pierced by a crown of thorns and his side was perforated. Their impressive size of almost ten feet high, and the way they stood, slightly titled forward, were immediately creating an anxious and submissive sensation in the hailed person.  
 
    Right after the identification, a small metallic trap opened on the device left arm and a calibre 50 gun got out. Helena immediately started her quad engine, while Matilda, who was arriving at full speed on her long board, was yelling her name just a few steps behind her.  
 
    “No! Mum, no!”  
 
    Surprisingly smoothly, the old man started to run toward Helena, avoiding the first burst from the drone. Matilda jumped from her rolling device to abruptly stop her crazy race. Joined by Angelica, they were looking at the scenery, breathless.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Asked Angelica who couldn’t believe it.  
 
    The second burst missed again its target. The surprising stranger jumped to the side over ten to thirteen feet in a single step.  
 
    How is that possible? Helena was wondering, while closing on the confrontation.  
 
    The second drone, which was passive before, also activated its gun of more than 170 rounds per minutes and shot a burst in the back of the skilled old man. He got badly knocked by two bullets on his side and in his left shoulder. He collapsed in the rice field he was jumping toward. The water immediately got red from the blood dripping so fast that the gravity of the injury left no doubt.  
 
    “Guilhabert!” Helena yelled, while jumping out of the vehicle toward him.  
 
    “Mum! No! Don’t get closer!” Matilda, who just joined her, instructed.  
 
    Helena jumped with both feet in the rice field and approached the still breathing body of the old man. Matilda did the same and laid her hand on her mother’s shoulder, trying to restrain her. Ignoring her daughter’s gesture, Helena knelt in front of the man she had just called Guilhabert. He could barely move. While the drones were throwing injunctions to get away with their metallic voices, he painfully pulled his bag out of the water and slipped his hand inside. With a subtle move, almost imperceptible, he pressed an item in the muddy soil of the rice field stained by his blood. He finally looked at Helena, who didn’t dare touching him. Speaking in and gravelly and deep voice, he told her.   
 
    “Esclarmonde... I’m not dreaming...This is really you... I’ve found you again!” He whispered.  
 
    “This is me... Yes, this is really me. Everything will be all right,” she said sobbing, as she knew how to see death when it was here. “We’re finally reunited.”  
 
    “Inosanto, we’ve to overthrow Inos...”  
 
    Guilhabert died as fast he had appeared. Helena laid three fingers on his jugular and a few seconds later she covered his face to close his eyes.  
 
    “Happy the one living for science and improving the world,” she whispered, with the three fingers of her left hand lying on her forehead.   
 
    She gently stroked his face, while Matilda was looking astonished without understanding yet what had just happened.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Legatee 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angelica, witnessing the event without daring getting too close, squealed in horror.   
 
    “Don’t move!” A deep and imperious voice ordered. 
 
    The light hiss of the drones flying at man level over the corpse became more quiet. While Helena and Matilda were straightening back to see what their interlocutor was looking like, the autonomous response unit moved a dozen yards away to take position on each side of a military vehicle of the Milicia Christi. Three militiamen were standing in front of them and one was dressed unusually. Helena recognised him very fast. She had seen him on one of the programs of the unique TV channel broadcasted worldwide by the Church. He was the Legatee himself. The second most important Church member after Inosanto. The highest representative of the inquisition court and of the Holy repression in the world. Maybe the least merciful man one could ever meet. The two other militiamen, despite the usual traits of Kali’s Milicia Christi, were bearing a specific trait that Helena noticed - a red logo on a black background printed on their chest, representing a Christian cross as a handle for a long medieval sword piercing a huge snake, with a bright sunlight in the background of baroque inspiration. It didn’t take her long to understand they belonged to the special guards of the Legatee and they might be quite powerful. The Legatee himself didn’t have a single hair on his head. Instead, cabalistic tattoos were covering it, giving him an even more disturbing aspect. His eyes underlined with red lines were reminding the former Egyptian gods. Because of his hairless and botox injected face, his facial features were creating a weird doubt about his real age. We could think he was 50 years old as he could be 100 years old. His tunic was completely covering his body, so neither his soles nor a sleeve of an undergarment could be seen. He raised his right hand and slightly turned his head toward the militiaman standing on this right. The militiaman took an identification device and directed it toward the three followers to make sure of their identity.  
 
    “Nothing to report, your Highness,” he said in a monolithic voice. “I’m  immediately sending all the data to the Holy See.”  
 
    Then, the Legatee asked Helena who stepped back a little.  
 
    “What are you doing here? Do you know this man?”  
 
    Angelica took a step back, scared by this new turn of events. Matilda stayed on the side behind her mother. She answered instantly without hesitating.  
 
    “I was doing my round to drop the rice seedlings near each field when I saw this man getting shot. I’ve never seen him, if that’s what you want to know.”  
 
    “So, why did you try to rescue him?” The Legatee insisted.  
 
    “To give him the last sacraments, my Lord. This is what any good servant of Inosanto has to do when confronted to death, isn’t it?”   
 
    Matilda discreetly looked at her mother with disapproval.  
 
    “And you? What are you doing here?” He asked Matilda, who was staring at him in complete fear.  
 
    “We were coming back from the natality worship, my lord, when we...” 
 
    “We?” The Legatee cut her in an intimidating voice.  
 
    “My friend and I,” she answered in a shaking voice, while pointing at Angelica.  
 
    “You know who I’m , don’t you? Do I scare you, young lady?”  
 
    “No... no, I feel relieved seeing you here, my Lord,” she answered after taking a deep breath. 
 
    Good! Very good, my daughter … Helena was thinking.  
 
    In an evasive movement, the Legatee signalled his men to retrieve the corpse and his backpack. Matilda dared asking one question.  
 
    “My Lord, why killing this man?”  
 
    Helena immediately disapproved her curiosity and threw her a dark eye.  
 
    “Please my Lord, forgive my daughter’s insolence,” she intervened.   
 
    “Curiosity is completely normal at her age, isn’t it?” He answered cynically. For your information, young lady, he was a dangerous fugitive, member of the rebellion preparing an attack against the Church. Now, you know what radicals who dare defying the great Inosanto may expect. If you know anything, it’s still time to speak,” he added while stepping toward Matilda who lowered her head as a sign of submission and respect.  
 
    “I fear we don’t know anything more, my Lord,” Helena intervened.  
 
    “So our task here is over, I suppose,” the Legatee concluded with amusement, despite the gravity of the situation.  
 
    He stepped toward the three Church followers still standing in front of him. Matilda knelt first. Her mother and Angelica followed her example as a sign of respect and also more as a sign of submission toward the Church. Nobody should oppose this man. If he would take it badly, he could order their immediate execution and would never worry about it. The Legatee turned back on his position, surrounded by his two guards who stay stolid and impassive, then moved towards the vehicle where Guilhabert’s body had been dropped. The two drones and the land response unit of the Milicia Christi moved away in a very low hiss, while the three witnesses of the scene looked at them in fear. Helena was the first to straighten back. Matilda followed her, while Angelica was barely controlling her anxiety and was still on her knee.  
 
    “We shouldn’t stay here, we must get home!” Helena told. 
 
    “Do you realise what you’ve  just done?” Matilda raged.  
 
    “Not here!” Her mother answered discreetly while looking at Angelica. 
 
    She finally looked around to make sure nobody could see them, that the Milicia drones were out of range and she got closer to Angelica who was praying quietly to ask God for forgiveness.      
 
    “Come on, I’m bringing you home,” she told her imperiously.  
 
    “Don’t worry for me! It will be all right. I will walk back,” she answered with distraught.  
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Completely sure.” 
 
    Angelica moved away insecure, while looking sometimes at the soil, sometime at the sky, probably looking for a divine comfort.  
 
    “Do you realise what you made me do?” Matilda whispered violently to her mother.  
 
    “Not here! I’ve already told you. Take your board and get in the quad, I’m coming.”  
 
    “Get in the quad! Get in the quad!” Matilda was repeating angry.  
 
    She put her long board in the trailer and sat in the rear seat, thinking her mother was following her. She hadn’t moved an inch. She was looking at Angelica moving away on the slope path.  
 
    “So?!” Matilda yelled. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Helena slightly turned back signalling her with her hand to quiet down. A few seconds passed before Angelica completely disappeared from her view. Matilda was silently grumbling with cross arms and a chaotic breathing. Then, Helena got close to the edge of the rice field, stepped over the small dam made of soil outlining it and moved closer to the place where Guilhabert’s body was still lying a few minutes ago. While Matilda was looking carefully, she methodically searched the still red flooded ground.  
 
    “What are you doing mum?” Matilda interrupted her.  
 
    “It was around here, I didn’t dream,” Helena whispered to herself.  
 
    She was going through the muddy and warm floor doing some movement in eight motions while she suddenly stumbled on a very cold small item, probably made of metal or of glass and pushed quite deeply in the soil.  
 
    “Here you are!”  
 
    “Mummy!” Matilda grumbled behind her.     
 
    Helena took a small container made of opaque glass from the water. It was stuck in an aluminium shell the size of this former drink, which was now days forbidden, called Coca-Cola. On one of the sides, a small screen was displaying “40°F.” She was mechanically looking around to make sure nobody had seen the improvised excavation. She slipped the container in her tunic and got to the quad.  
 
    “What is this thing?” Matilda asked her.  
 
    “I’ve no idea, but I’m  planning to discover it.”  
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ve to bring it to the Legatee!”  
 
    “What are you afraid of?”  
 
    “Afraid? If you haven’t noticed, I’m coming back from the natality worship, I’m doing my best to be a good follower in order to be chosen to become a mother... What do you think will happen, if my soul is impure, if I keep such serious secret from God?’  
 
    “Let’s go back home!” Helena sharply replied.  
 
    She started the engine and without caring about her daughter’s hisses, she sped up as fast as she could to travel the few miles to reach their living quarter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The fear 
 
      
 
    After a trip of almost one hour, Helena stormed in their modest house shaped as a half circle, raised three feet over the land by metallic stilts to avoid being flooded during the extended raining periods. Matilda who kept silent until then, closed the door and let her emotions speaking for her.  
 
    “It’s still time to say we find this thing! We can tell we found it while getting rid of the bloody water from the rice field. If they discover anything, we will rot in hell! It’s not that difficult to understand this? Is it?”    
 
    “Ah! If hell could exist,” Helena grumbled in a low voice.  
 
    “I’m tired of your usual blasphemies and of your disregard for what I believe in!” Matilda answered her.   
 
    Helena wasn’t really paying attention to her daughter’s complain. Instead, she was going to a small outbuilding to get a spade.   
 
    “Prepare your belongings! We’re leaving soon!”  
 
    Alerted by the quarrel, Tao got out barking. Despite all his effort, the small animal couldn’t cover the interjections Matilda was yelling to her mother.  
 
    “What?! I hope you’re kidding! It’s the only solution you’ve  found to solve this problem? I will tell you what! I’m wondering why I’ve covered up for you during all these years! Your absences from church, all your blasphemous remarks... And what is that Esclarmonde? I didn’t dream? This man called you Esclarmonde, right?”  
 
    Helena caught Tao then dropped him in the arm of his master. Finally, she opened the door and went to the magnificent mangrove tree where, in the shade, so many birthdays had been celebrated and so many happy meals had been shared with the family and beloved. Matilda was stuck. Her mother wasn’t caring at all about her. No answer. Not even an initial explanation.  
 
    “OK!” She yelled from the door step. “You don’t leave me any choice mum. I’m  going to see Father Matthew to tell him everything! I won’t risk anything... Not even for a second...”  
 
    “The less you know, the safer you will be!” Her mother interjected. “All you need to know is that they will be back. It’s just a matter of time. This evening, tomorrow? I don’t know yet, but when they will discover who I’m , we should better not be around any more.”  
 
    Matilda was tightly hugging Tao against her chest. A way to relate to something cute and gentle to better withstand what she just heard. Helena started digging at the foot of the hundred-year-old tree. What was happening? What did she mean “when they will discover who I’m ”? What was hiding under the mangrove tree where its shade had often provided her shelter to study the sacred text of the Bible. Matilda timidly moved toward her mother who was full of energy and who was digging again and again... Without a word, she watched her mother removing an old metallic cookie box.  
 
    “Mum, what is this? Please, speak to me!”  
 
    She wasn’t trying to confront her any more, but the young woman was trying a more conciliatory approach instead. Her mother opened the casket lid which contained a mysterious device displaying the letter N.A.S.A. Helena took it out, laid it on the floor and activated it.  
 
    “I hope the pile is still working,” she mumbled.  
 
    A small led screen lighted up and a few technical terms, which Matilda didn’t know the meaning, appeared. The atomic pile level was still indicating more than a quarter of century provision. After an encryption sequence, the word connexion established blinked on the screen.  
 
    “Very well. Let’s hope they will arrive on time,” Helena softly whispered.  
 
    “Who? Let’s hope who will arrive?”  
 
    “Prepare your damn suitcase! We’re leaving!” Her mother told her angrily.  
 
    Tao was barking as strong as he could, but this was still not very impressive. Matilda took a step back. She had never seen her mother like this. Scared! She could see fear on her face. Not a small fear due to a random plague or a bad harvest. No! A big fear, the real one. An intrinsic deep and urgent fear. A fear that only the promise of imminent death could cause.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere!” She answered her mother who just passed by her again.  
 
    Helena turned back, still holding her strange device. She stared at her silently during a few minutes that only Tao’s barking were disturbing.  
 
    “Do you really want to know what your great and wonderful Inosanto is capable of? Do you really want to know what this queasy Church is hiding? Your Terra Fecundis! Then, stay! Nevertheless, if you care about your life, and you just care a little about me, then prepare your belongings and pray your damn God they will arrive before the Legatee.”  
 
    Helena rushed again toward the house door. Matilda couldn't undertake the weight of her own inexperience. The will to go find Father Matthew and confess everything to him still urged her. Was it the indescribable heart and family liking which was holding her? Little by little, she started understanding something huge was at stake. She joined her mother inside, making sure nobody in the neighbourhood had witnessed their altercation out of curiosity. It was not the first time they were arguing. Nevertheless, it had never been that aggressive, in the tone and in the speech.   
 
    “Who? Who must come to get us?” Matilda asked her conciliatory. “And what is this device?”  
 
    “Prepare your belongings and I promise you, we’ll speak about this after,” said Helena trying to calm her.  
 
    “What about Paul?”  
 
    “What Paul?”  
 
    “What do you mean What Paul? Did you forget he was supposed to come tonight? What will I tell him?”  
 
    “You decide. If you trust him enough, ask him to leave everything for you. You know exactly what I’m thinking about this.”  
 
    “Too devout for you, too devout to change.”  
 
    “Too coward, keeping his tail between his leg, like most of the followers. So don’t expect too much from him, and don’t expect he will follow us.”  
 
    “Follow us? Are you kidding? The drones will locate us in no time, wherever we go.”  
 
    “Catch this!”  
 
    Instead of answering, Helena threw her a small backpack made of heavy waterproof canvas that she took from the highest shelf in the living room closet. Matilda wasn’t recognising her good old mother. She knew she didn’t care much about everything related to the Church, she wasn’t much social, but she had never suspected she could be rebellious to such an extent she wanted to run away from the agricultural community and to risk facing the invincible drones and militiamen with supernatural powers. She thought it was just madness. Tao was licking her fingers. Just the day before, she was still dreaming of being pregnant, settling with Paul and training Tao, so he would become a loyal companion in her life. She took a look on the backpack she had not even caught and which was lying on the floor in front of her feet. Staying, or leaving with her mother? This was the huge dilemma she had to solve much faster than she could have imagined it.  
 
    “Matilda are you here?” Paul yelled, knocking on the door.                   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inosanto 
 
      
 
    The communication wasn’t really good and the transmission time and reception were sometime having synchronisation issues so the interlocutors couldn’t understand each other properly. The old world telecommunication network hadn’t survived through all the conflicts and revolts which happened during the 20 years following the birth miracle. Many satellites were destroyed and the land networks were almost completely destroyed. In the Northern territories, atomic incident and a few well planned sabotages to blind the enemy had finally devastated the last remaining infrastructure. Since these tragic events, the Church had rethought the whole architecture around a network depending on the drones themselves. Inosanto only had one fear - not repeating the mistakes of the past. To avoid this, the network had to be fully decentralised. Even if the communications between the sacred lands of Africa and South America were still depending on an underwater cable from the previous era which was still intact due to its secondary importance when the wars happened, inland, each drone was acting as a relay antenna and was transmitting the data flow in a 12-mile radius. Depending on their respective position and on their mission order forcing them to move, the integrity of the network could be compromised or generate sudden and unpredictable clipping. However, it was virtually impossible for any group of terrorists to bring down the telecommunication system of Inosanto’s empire. If a drone was crashing in a war area, it would self-destruct and another one would take its place to ensure the integrity of the communication network. And drones were plenty. It was the most fabricated land response unit in the world and atomic piles provided them enough energy for a two-year autonomy. Also, several engineers’ community were competing hard to find a viable and readily implantable solution in order to improve the data flow through the big theocracy. The ones who succeeded had significant benefits as the communication ability had become a major issue for the political stability of the theocracy.  
 
      
 
    “Here to serve you, Supreme Master!” The Legatee introduced himself through the video call unit of the operation centre in the sacred lands of Africa located in N’Djamena, 120 miles south of Kalia.  
 
    “I hope you’re bringing me some good news!” Inosanto replied intimidating.  
 
    “The target has been eliminated, Master.”  
 
    “Good, very good. If your incompetence hadn’t given him the opportunity to escape, I could almost say you deserve your reputation.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, I can’t hunt down the terrorists and take care of the factory at the same time...”  
 
    “Enough! I don’t care about your apologies. Your task is to ensure the safety of all our installations and also to ensure the public order, otherwise a peaceful future of the Church can’t be considered.”  
 
    “Please forgive me, Master. I already ordered the improvements you’ve requested. Now, you can be sure nobody will be able to escape.”  
 
    “Speaking of this, I’m...”  
 
    Inosanto was caught by such a loose cough, he could barely contain it despite the silk tissue he put in front of his mouth. According to the red shade penetrating instantly the delicate fabric, it was obvious that the mucus Inosanto rejected wasn’t just due to a simple seasonal cold. While he stood back to resume the conversation, the hood hiding his stigmata on the side of his skull slid and covered his shoulders. Seeing this almost rotting skin, the Legatee couldn’t hide an imperceptible smirk of disgust.   
 
    “... I’m surprised this dear Victor has been so far. He could have escaped toward the North. From all the assumption, it would have been the most logical. Where did you find him exactly?”  
 
    “In the small agricultural community of Kalia, East of Lake Chad, Master. I’ve transferred you all the data concerning the execution and the questioning of the witnesses who were there.”  
 
    “Some witnesses? This is very interesting.” 
 
    Inosanto was watching the video recorded by the drones and the identification data appearing in real time on each person at the scene. Next to Helena’s face, a picture of a much younger her and her full name “Helena Sroulevic” appeared. It was the same for Matilda and Angelica with their potential family relationship.  
 
    “I haven’t found anything unusual, Master. These women are simple farm workers who were carrying out productive tasks.”  
 
    “Strange hand sign, don’t you think?”  
 
    “I don’t follow you, Master,” the Legatee humbly answered.  
 
    “Look, go back a little... That’s it! Here. The way she lays these three fingers on her forehead with the palm of her hand facing the face. She is saying something, but impossible to hear what. I’ve already seen that somewhere.”  
 
    “This is the first time I see this.”  
 
    “God gave me eternal life, but being 170 years old, I’m  terribly lacking memory. Start a similarity research of her face. My gut is telling me our dear friend Victor hasn’t chosen this small agricultural community randomly.”  
 
    “Right now, Master.”          
 
    With the tip of his fingers, the Legatee selected Helena’s identification picture and dragged it in an analysis window, then he pressed a research command through all the network data. A few seconds were enough to find hundreds of results.  
 
    “Hmm! Interesting,” Inosanto declared. “Look at this my dear Legatee!” He added while clicking on a scientific article published on the 3rd March 2145.   
 
    Sophie Lecuyer, biochemist, geneticist and renown world expert in cellular microbiology is one more time warning the international community about the danger of involving the religion in the world political affairs. Fierce activist for the establishment of a technological government fully dedicated to science in order to ensure the humankind future, she is arguing the famous Godless Decade was just a natural incident and had nothing to do with God.  
 
    “Blablabla …” Inosanto laughed. “Needless to say, that almost five years after the exact day of this article publication, Terra Fecundis was leading the world! Ah, these miscreants!”   
 
    “How Victor could have known she was living in Kalia?”       
 
    “Whatever how he knew it. She escaped the great purge,” Inosanto declared. “And she was probably not the only one.”   
 
    “I will correct this mistake, Master. She will be executed before the end of...”  
 
    “No!  I want her alive.”  
 
    “But?”  
 
    “Enough, Legatee! Alive, you hear me, alive! And if you hold on your life, you will bring her to me personally.”  
 
    “At your command, Master. I’m  leaving right now.”  
 
    “One last thing.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “I also want her daughter!”  
 
    “It’s as if it were already done... Master.”   
 
    The communication abruptly stopped. The Legatee called his personal guard, who arrived in a second.  
 
    “Here to serve you, Legatee!”  
 
    “Prepare the MRU, we’re going back to Kalia.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Revelations 
 
      
 
    Paul knocked again on the door.  
 
    “Matilda, open the door, what’s happening?”  
 
    “What do I do?” Matilda asked in a low voice, shrugging and referring to the door in an accusing way.  
 
    “What is he doing here at this time?” Her mother whispered.  
 
    “He must be aware of something, that’s the only reason I can think about. Hide your device,” she said while looking at her.  
 
    Helena opened the cellar and put the NASA device and the glass container inside while her daughter was restlessly staring at her and giving her the backpack.  
 
    “Here, put it inside too.” 
 
    Helena closed behind, while Matilda was getting near the door.  
 
    Dong dong dong!  
 
    “Matilda, open! What’s happening?” 
 
    The two long-standing accomplices looked at each other one last time, then Matilda opened the door trying her best to conceal her anxiety.  
 
    “You look very nervous, sweetheart. What’s the matter.” 
 
    Paul was a tall and beautiful metis with eyes darks like the Jaboticaba berries. The perfect progenitor. An Adonis in all his glory. The dream for every young woman in the community and even the women in their forties were gladly fantasising about him while looking at him, bare chest, digging the Kang Kong under the beautiful sunshine of the sacred lands of Africa. But, because there is always a but, his only default was he didn’t create the spade, he was just using it as Helena was so often telling.  
 
    “What do you mean, what’s happening? You should tell me, I just met Angelica who has told me about you misadventures in the rice fields,” he worried while getting inside the main room of the house.  
 
    “Ah! This? Just a fugitive who just got what he deserved. Nothing justifying dismantling the door.”  
 
    “Hello Helena! I didn’t see you.”  
 
    “Hello my dear Paul. Don’t worry, the Milicia Christi handled this invader before he could go after us.”  
 
    “Angelica told me she saw him jumping over more than thirty feet, quite impossible for common mortals.”  
 
    “Jumping? An old man jumping around? Uhh?” Matilda said surprised while seeking the help of her mother.  
 
    She directly added.  
 
    “Paul, don’t tell me you believe this nonsense?”  
 
    “Uhh!” He lowed without knowing what to add.   
 
    “But! Pauuuul!” Helena added. “You know Angelica, she has been through so many things during the last recent days and she isn’t completely in full possession of her mind. This was an old and fragile man, and he could barely run. So, jump!”  
 
    “Angelica was so close to Sonia... But she will recover,” Matilda added to nail this discussion.  
 
    “Still, for the Legatee to come in person, he must have been a big catch,” Paul nodded.  
 
    “What do you know about fish?” Helena provoked him.  
 
    “Uhh!”  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking!”    
 
    Mother and daughter looked at each other from the corner of their eyes while faking a few house chores, one folding a tablecloth, the other cleaning the fur Tao left on the couch.  
 
    “I couldn’t imagine he will lose so many hairs, he is so small,” Matilda said.  
 
    “You wanted a dog, now you’ve to take responsibility!” Helena answered, seizing this opportunity to divert the conversation.  
 
    “He is so cute!” She answered while referring to the small animal playing with a plastic bone in the middle of the room.  
 
    “Meanwhile, we’ve some clothes to order, dishes to wash, a cellar to empty, all the linen to hang and much more.” 
 
    Paul, cautiously watching the small household, was feeling a little ridiculous for running in like this.  
 
    “Hmm! I think I will leave you alone,” he surrendered embarrassed.   
 
    “We see each other tonight darling, don’t we?” Matilda was gloating.  
 
    “Yes, of course. Would you like me to bring a bit of Kang Kong from the plantation for dinner?”  
 
    “Such a great idea!” Helena answered from the kitchen with a too heated tone.  
 
    “Good,” he concluded before closing the front door behind him.  
 
    “Mum!” Matilda interrupted her mother in a low voice, a bit angry.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You never like Kang Kong!”  
 
    “And so?”  
 
    “And so? He could suspect something.”   
 
    “Do you really think his small brain could achieve such a prowess?”   
 
    While Matilda was loving her big idiot Paul, she was impartial and could easily self-mocked herself. Her mother’s small consideration made her smile more than it annoyed her. Helena opened the cellar door and took the backpack where she had kept the NASA device and the container delivered by Victor in the most dramatic way. She took a rice loaf of bread and a few bars of caramelised crickets with Kang Kong that Matilda was loving so much and put them inside. She did the same with some caterpillar kibbles which were Tao’s main food.  
 
    “Here, put on a few spare clothes.”  
 
    “You must answer me, don’t you forget!” She reminded her mother, while grabbing the backpack. 
 
    At least, Paul’s apparition had calmed her down and had brought back the trust and connivance in their mother-daughter relationship. Helena took Matilda’s hand and quietly guided her toward the sofa where they sat peacefully, ready to face the events together as they had always done. Tao was desperately trying to jump on his master’s knees. Never missing a moment to cuddle him, she caught Tao in one hand and snuggled it near her belly. This gesture, usually so simple, reminded her how oppressing her deep desire to become a mother could sometimes be.  
 
    “Matilda? Matilda?” Her mother insisted.  
 
    “Uhh! Sorry, my mind was wandering.”  
 
    “No worry. Before to begin...”  
 
    “Don’t try to make me believe me some stupid things, be straight forward and direct.”  
 
    “My real name is Sophie Lecuyer, I was born in Paris in April 2019, right after the terrible atomic incident in Oslo. I’m a survivor of the great purge.”  
 
    “What? So you’re an atheist? A scientist?”  
 
    “Yes, if you want. I was renown in the world for cellular microbiology and human genetic.”  
 
    “But...”  
 
    “I know what you will tell me, Inosanto forbade every science which changes the living. But I wasn’t going to die for a stupid belief...”  
 
    “Be careful about what you will say!”  
 
    “I begrudge myself. I couldn’t dare teaching you the real history, science, philosophy. It was too dangerous. The only way to live peacefully was to blend in the people, and as I had succeeded in stealing a woman’s identity...”  
 
    “Helena Sroulevic?”  
 
    “Yes, this woman I found dead one day. I took her chip... I became this woman.”  
 
    “You could have surrendered yourself and made amend.”  
 
    “You didn’t see what I did. The Christ’s militiamen had shown no mercy. My friends, my colleagues, my teachers, my students... they all died because of the inquisition declared by Inosanto. You’ve no idea about the horrors this man is capable of. The greatest minds of this world have been eradicated from earth.”  
 
    “How can you say that? He acted for the common good, look around you, we’ve lands, friends, a house, evil has disappeared, we’ve enough to eat...”  
 
    “And the first plague, many people have died.”  
 
    “God is deciding!”  
 
    “Before Inosanto, we had hospitals and a powerful medicine, nobody was dying from a simple flu, most of the diseases had even been eradicated.”  
 
    “Nonsense!”  
 
    “No! The plague which killed 140 members of our community, it was smallpox. I didn’t get sick because I’ve been vaccinated when I was a child.”   
 
    “Vaccinated?”  
 
    “Yes, it’s a process to immunise people against some diseases.”  
 
    “I’ve never heard about this...”  
 
    “That’s the real problem. Inosanto doesn’t want science, he condemns it. He wants the population to depend on him, only him. And ignorance is the best weapon.”  
 
    “Where are the proofs of all this.”  
 
    “Destroyed! Burnt! Everything has been methodically destroyed by the Milicia Christi. Books, Internet servers, videos and audio materials... everything!”  
 
    “That’s an easy excuse.”  
 
    “Sweetheart, there are so many things you don’t know. I would love to tell you the great human history since the apparition of life on our beautiful planet, more than three billion years ago...”  
 
    “Oh my god, you’re totally insane! How can you tell such nonsense?” Matilda interrupted her quite curious.  
 
    “You prefer to believe a fake prophet instead of your mother, I’m  not blaming you. Your ignorance and your devotion toward this monster is my fault as a mother.”  
 
    “Enough! I’ve heard enough!” Matilda was revolted.   
 
    “I knew this day would come. I was hoping, I wouldn’t be here to see it. But it isn’t the time to weep. Sooner or later they will discover who I’m , if they haven’t yet.” 
 
    Matilda was swearing by herself.  
 
    “OK! OK! I can’t force you to believe the things I do. You can imagine what you want, even that the Earth is a sphere if you like. But nothing certifies they will discover your true identity. I will keep your secret, I promise. We don’t need to leave. I will do my best so God forgives me and you will see, you will get this grandson you’re dreaming so much about.”  
 
    “You don’t understand! It’s too late, I activated the beacon, they will arrive soon.”  
 
    “Who? You’re just speaking about them all the time! Them! Who are they?” 
 
    Tao abruptly escaped from Matilda’s arms. He started to groan toward the door. While Helena was getting ready to answer this final question, the synthetic voice of a drone resonated from outside.  
 
    “All occupants of the living unit K345, please immediately come outside for identification.”  
 
    “Oh, no!” Helena declared.  
 
    “Nothing more than a simple routine identification, mum!”  
 
    “Are you really this naive?” Her mother stroked her, while cautiously getting near the window to evaluate the situation.  
 
    “Maybe it’s just a coincidence!” Matilda insisted.  
 
    “Oh! Shit.”  
 
    “What’s happening again?”  
 
    “This is Paul with four militiamen of the Legatee’s personal guard. The bastard! He has reported us.”  
 
    “No, no, no, no, no! He couldn’t do that,” Matilda said surprise while looking over her mother’s shoulder. 
 
    One of the militiamen pushed Paul forward and forced him to kneel. A drone got closer to the house and started to scan him.  
 
    “Sophie Lecuyer, on behalf of Inosanto, our Saviour, you’ve ten seconds to surrender in order to be judged by the inquisition high court. Past this deadline, we will have to immediately execute your accomplice.”  
 
    “You see, this wasn’t him! This wasn’t my Paul!”  
 
    “Take your backpack and escape through the cellar trapdoor. You will still be able to hide between the stilts. As soon as I will be outside, run as far as you can from the back. They will find you with the beacon.”   
 
    They took a last look at the situation outside. The Legatee was making the cross sign over Paul’s head who remained knelt. A militiaman was holding him at gunpoint with a black rectangular weapon as long as an arm and almost eight inches wide. It was the first time Helena and Matilda were seeing one in reality and not on television. The metallic even electronic blast was short and explosive. Paul collapsed on the ground of weeds. Matilda yelled with all her strength but her mother clamped her in her arms to stifle the noise.  
 
    “They shouldn’t think you’re here. Run! Run sweetheart.”  
 
    Matilda straightened back and looked directly into her mother’s eyes. A tragic moment which seemed to be the last one.  
 
    “Promise me, you will make it through! Promise me, you won’t leave me!”  
 
    “I promise you! I love you sweetheart. It’s time to go.” 
 
    Meanwhile, the two drones stood in front of the door for the last warning.  
 
    “Sophie Lecuyer, in the name of the Almighty God and of its sole representative on Earth, Inosanto, this is your last chance to come out. We will attack in ten seconds.”  
 
    “Go, sweetheart.” 
 
    Matilda hid in the cellar. She looked at her mother getting close to the door. Her mother glanced at her one last time whispering, “I love you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Escaping! 
 
      
 
    Matilda closed the cellar. She blocked Tao in the backpack, his paws lying on a few clothes and his head popping out between the flap and the edge. Then, she opened the small evacuation trapdoor leading under the house, and slowly slid inside, the eyes full of tears still picturing Paul lying dead in the garden, scared like hell the same treatment will happen to her mother. Once half her body was in the narrow space, she took the backpack then completely slid down and ended up lying under the circular slab of the house. From this unlikely place and despite the myriad of various weeds, she could guess her mother’s legs up to the knee, the dead body of her lover and the respective location of the four militiamen as well as the Legatee’s dress ceremonial hemline who was standing just two to three steps away from Helena. The continuous noise of the air condition system, three to six feet on her right, was low enough, so she could properly understand the discussion between her mother and the Legatee. She was just repeating again and again, “happy the one living for science and improving the world... and who will overcome darkness through science.” Then, following a metallic blast, Helena’s body collapsed next to Paul’s and after she heard the Legatee’s order to search the house, she suddenly realised her life would never be the same. She instantly covered her mouth to muffle the sound of her cry of despair. To conclude this moment, Tao started to bark. Despite being stuck in the bag with his head crushed against his master’s chest, and not being very impressive, it was enough to attract the militiamen’s attention who were already entering the house. Matilda hadn’t closed the trapdoor and she could hear the sound of the men closing in her direction. She mustered the courage to start crawling toward the opposite side of the house.  
 
    “Be quiet Tao,” she whispered while wiggling to escape the narrow space.  
 
    While she was reaching the edge of the slab and pushing to get out, she heard one militiaman telling the ones who remained outside.  
 
    “She has escaped through the cellar!”           
 
    Standing quickly, she ran as fast as she could, holding her backpack on her chest so she wouldn’t risk losing Tao who was trying frantically to escape by gnawing at the string closing it.  
 
    “Be quiet Tao, calm down, everything will be all right!” 
 
    Was she speaking to Tao or to herself? Whatever, she was already between the neighbourhood houses, sometimes taking a look behind her to assess her lead over the drones and the militiamen. After running less than 50 yards, she heard the atomic engine specific hiss of the autonomous response units closing on her. While she turned back to assess their position, she saw a militiaman jumping from her house roof and peacefully landing thirteen feet below. She had no chance to escape, she knew it. The forest edge was just thirty yards away when a drone blocked her way.  
 
    “Stop escaping immediately or we will have to shoot you.” 
 
    Despite her athletic skills, her lead over the militiamen wouldn’t be enough so she had time to reach the dense tropical forest. Would knowing every corner of it be enough to hope escaping these superhumen? What would she do once the vegetation would obstruct her pace?  
 
    Cornered, Matilda took a few more steps forwards, analysing her choices, looking, on one side, at the two self-confident militiamen calmly walking toward her and, on the other, at the drones blocking her way to the forest. The Legatee was following from a distance, without rushing, quite peacefully. A cruel smile was illuminating his face, which normally showed no expression, already enjoying his victory. The closest militiaman aimed his weapon toward her, then, suddenly, his sidekick and he turned their gaze, looking up toward the forest, scared and impatient to fight. Matilda turned back to fully understand the situation. A fighting aircraft, a mix of a plane and a helicopter, just appeared so close to the top of the trees, which they bend like common bamboos under the pressure of the atomic reactors of the huge machine. It tilted toward the drones that hadn’t reacted yet and without any warning, spread them with a volley of huge calibre bullets. A shower of cartridges dropped on the small clearing while the badly impacted drones crashed on the ground like flies. Rooted by fear, Matilda was looking for as little comfort as she could by hugging Tao in the crook of her neck. He was still gnawing on the string, hoping to escape the terrible prison the backpack was. Matilda prayed for God’s help the best she could. The aircraft was starting to lower its altitude while shooting heavily at the militiamen. The Legatee was cautiously looking at the scene, letting his men taking care of the situation without intervening. Matilda couldn’t realise what was happening. God’s soldiers, as the broadcaster of the state television news sometime called them, managed to avoid the shots thanks to tremendous acrobatic moves. In one impulse, the militiaman closest to her moved at least thirty feet on the side, avoiding some terrible bullets in his legs. The second one wasn’t as lucky. The shooter in the war machine was anticipating the escaping moves and caught him in flight, tearing off a few appendages and half of his skull. The first God’s soldier, knowing his weapon was useless against such a war device, tried to get closer to enter through the lateral door from where one of the two shooters was easily handling the machine gun. Two other militiamen, just arriving on the battlefield, were already attracting the invader’s attention. The first one seized this opportunity to try to reach the keelson of the cockpit in a perfectly calculated jump to neutralise its occupant. He was pushing to go fifty feet forward closer to his target, while a man wearing an armoured exoskeleton from the old world, appeared on the edge of the aircraft with a crossbow that the simple existence would raise questions for many contemporary historians. In less than a second, the handsome badly shaven gashed soldier with long grey hair like the Christ aimed his weapon toward the militiaman and shot a thin hardened steel quarrel which reached its target almost instantly. The powerless militiaman was shot in the neck with full force. The impact force changed the trajectory of his lifeless body, which heavily dropped on the forest edge. On the other battlefront, the last two militiamen were facing the same resistance while the worried Legatee still didn’t want to intervene. One of them tried to shoot toward the aircraft turbines so his brother in arms could catch Matilda to use her as a human shield. No success. He had forgotten the Militarised Response Units had been designed to withstand even drone shots. Even if this aircraft seemed to have seen a lot of flights and battles and even if its structure wasn’t great, comfortably protected behind the machine gun armour, the sniper as old and badly shaven as his brother in arms, wasn’t fooled. Matilda came around. Having never witnessed violence, and having never hurt even a single cricket, she was now standing in the middle of a slaughter. The surprising warrior with his biblical hair yelled to her.  
 
    “What are you waiting for to board? Silly girl!” He told her with a castling voice.   
 
    On one side, forty-year-old men coming from nowhere, having no education and acting like bullies, on the other, the Legatee and his super powerful watch dogs. Between a life of fugitive and an obvious death, the choice was easily made. Despite the roar of the infernal machine being strangely muffled, the power of the reactors was creating such an air displacement that Matilda hardly got nearer.  
 
    “Go down a little bit more!” The rebel yelled to the cockpit.  
 
    “Covering fire!” The sniper yelled while shooting in the chest of the last militiaman, still fighting as much as he could, to block him.    
 
    Feeling her backpack sliding away, Matilda tightened her grip on it close to her chest. Tao’s furs and ears, who was still gnawing on the links imprisoning him in the small luggage, were literally tackled by the aircraft turbulence. 
 
    Strangely, the Legatee was just quietly observing the last member of his personal guard who couldn’t find a single way to get closer to catch the young girl. While Matilda was stretching her hand to get her saviour’s, the string maintaining the bag closed broke because of the last bites of the small animal. Tao magically landed on the edge of the aircraft lateral door while Matilda was looking at the precious content spread at her feet in the weeds. The glass container with its aluminium shell reflecting the sun ray wasn’t going unnoticed. The Legatee immediately spotted the item.  
 
    “Oh! No!” Matilda declared. 
 
    She spontaneously let the rebel’s hand go. At the same time, the Legatee opened his arms widely to get completely rid of this conventional toga, while a kind of light armour covering each of his body limps and two long swords attached on the side of his tights appeared. He knelt, one knee on the ground, the other as a support in front of him, looked in the rebels’ direction and with a very stunning impulse, jumped toward them. The young rebel, whose physical abilities were strengthened by his exoskeleton, jumped on the ground to catch Matilda, who, somehow, managed to put back all the items lying on the ground in her backpack.   
 
    “We don’t have time to take care of your wardrobe, pretty!” The man wearing the exoskeleton told her, annoyed by the young woman’s inconsistency.     
 
    The sniper aimed his machine gun on the Legatee.  
 
    “There is no chance he can reach us!” He mumbled.  
 
    “Shoot him, goddamnit!” His chief ordered him, while jumping inside the aircraft, still holding the young woman under his elbow.  
 
    “He won’t manage it.” The sniper was trying to convince himself while the Legatee was already halfway to the aircraft, almost sixty feet over the ground.  
 
    “Fuck! Shoot!” His brother in arms added while warily staring at him. 
 
    He pressed the machine gun trigger as hard as he could to spread bullet to catch the Legatee in the air. The Legatee drew his swords and in a perfect move linked the two handles to create a single weapon with two blades he used to deviate all the bullets going toward him. Matilda, who was taken aback by the scene, was remembering the community rumours concerning Inosanto’s right hand, who had many terrifying nicknames. Paul was speaking about God’s knight or God’s armed wing. While she never took him seriously, she had to honourably make amend. The sniper kept shooting, even if he had to use all his ammunition, while the handsome stranger who was leading the operation was yelling to the pilot to get away as fast as possible.  
 
    “I’m  out of ammo! I’m  out of ammo,” the third person was yelling, while his mag was empty.  
 
    “Drones incoming!” The pilot declared and tried an escape movement by getting closer to the forest edge without managing to gain more altitude. 
 
    “Step on the gas, dammit!” The hunk ordered him.  
 
    “Coming! Coming!” The pilot panicked.  
 
    The powerful engine brutally broke free, propelling the aircraft on the trees on an upward trajectory, barely avoiding a confrontation with the Legatee. The sniper grabbed the machine gun handle to avoid falling backward, while the other shooter was violently projected against the opposite side. Then, the powerful engine dropped down as brutally as it had broken free. The aircraft instantly dropped altitude. The handsome gashed man, who had anticipated the shocks and who was firmly holding a lateral handrail, took the crossbow strapped in his back with one hand and, anticipating a second jump of the Legatee, loaded a second titanium quarrel.  
 
    “It’s not every day we’ve the opportunity to shoot the Legatee personally,” he thought loudly. 
 
    His hunch was good, despite being approximately thirty yards under the aircraft, God’s knight jumped again toward it.  
 
    “Oh my God, get us out of here!” The sniper was yelling, unable to find another angle of attack.  
 
    “Who are these morons? Who are these morons?” Who are these morons?” Matilda was tirelessly repeating, while protecting Tao in the rear of the cabin where she had found a place.  
 
    The pilot tapped on the energy management panel in order to redirect the resources dedicated to the telemetric and radar equipment toward the reactors.  
 
    “Come on my dear, give me everything you can,” he mumbled, while pressing a last button on the touch screen.  
 
    With two fingers, he slid up a power gauge and finally managed to get enough energy to steady the aircraft and gain altitude.  
 
    “Exactly what I was expecting!” The crossbowman mumbled.  
 
    While the Legatee was just a dozen yards below, the titanium quarrel flew toward its target at twice the sound speed. In a barely imaginable reflex, God’s knight, honouring his reputation, dodged the projectile by slightly moving the head. The aircraft gaining altitude, he gave up on the attack and calmly ensured his fall back to the place he started from. Feeling an itch, the Legatee touched his cheekbone. Then, he looked at his fingered covered of his own blood. Looking for his opponent getting higher, he gestured to him about the future revenge. Far away, a dozen fighting drones were arriving to intercept the rebels.  
 
    “Whenever you want,” Trancavel yelled to the pilot who was accelerating progressively to escape from the drones.  
 
    “Gaucelin, take the extractor and hurry up here!” 
 
    The shooter, who had no more ammunition, took a device, which seemed to directly come from a torture book, and came closer to Trancavel who was already kneeling in front of Matilda. The other shooter closed the lateral door and sat on a small seat fitted with a harness. Gaucelin gave him the strange device.   
 
    “Here it is, chief!”  
 
    “Hold her arm, she mustn’t move!”  
 
    “Hey!” Matilda declared as she wouldn’t let herself be pushed.  
 
    “Don’t move, kid,” the rebels’ chief insisted. 
 
    Whatever, she didn’t really have a choice. Gaucelin had already griped her arm and according to his size, it was useless to even think about resisting his hold at all. While Trancavel was nearing the device next to Matilda’s wrist, impact sounds suddenly resonated in the cockpit. It was like the shots were coming from every direction. In fact, it wasn’t a just a feeling, it was really happening.  
 
    “Are you waiting the next radioactive storm or what? I remind you we’ve 10 drones closing on us!” The pilot declared.  
 
    Impassive, Trancavel put the part of the device looking like a vacuum cleaner nozzle a few inches under Matilda’s palm and started a suction mechanism.  
 
    “Hey! What are you doing to me?” She revolted.  
 
    The operation lasted five small seconds. Matilda felt a faint pricking sensation.  
 
    “It’s burning!” She complained.  
 
    It’s to cauterise the wound, Trancavel answered with quite a caring voice.    
 
    Then, he flipped the device and got a small bloody chip stuck in the suction cavity. He stood up, opened a disposal passageway in the cabin floor and threw it outside under the numerous impacts of the drones’ big calibre bullets, which were chasing them.  
 
    “The keelson won’t hold much longer! With or without your approval, I step on the gas in ten seconds!” The worried pilot lowed. 
 
    Trancavel patted Gaucelin’s shoulder to signal him to harness himself as fast as possible.  
 
    “Sit here and buckle yourself, kid!” The tall man looking like a Viking told her. 
 
    Finally, she grudgingly looked at the three brave knights who just saved her from a sure death. The observation was obvious.     
 
    I can’t believe it, it’s the grandpa circle or what?   
 
    Besides the four cronies advance ages, she also noticed they were all wearing an astounding completely symmetrical red cross surrounded by small golden moon crescents on each end. The huge man with braided hair, who had immobilised her, had one tattooed on his forearm, the machine gun shooter had one printed on his Kevlar tunic and Trancavel had an impressive one engraved on his exoskeleton chest. Concerning the pilot, he was too far to know the exact place he had it. She was seeing this symbol for the first time. Who were they? Where did they come from? Her few thoughts were interrupted by a volley of bullet impacts followed by mechanical noises sounding quite serious. The pilot was tired of waiting and yelled one last time.  
 
    “In the name of Darwin’s beard! Hang on, we’re disengaging!”  
 
    Trancavel had just taken place next to Aymeric, the machine gun sniper, and to Gaucelin, the gunner, and... Matilda who was still not properly buckled. The aircraft released the whole power of its engines to reach the 3G stupendous speed.  
 
    “Oups!” Trancavel declared, while looking helpless at Matilda getting propelled on the armour side at the rear of the cabin. 
 
    The impact directly knocked her out. Tao, literally crushed against his master’s chest, difficultly sought refuge in her cleavage, sliding between her generous breasts.  
 
    “I would like so much to be a puppy!” Gaucelin was joking while gazing at the pretty silhouette. 
 
    Trancavel wasn’t left out.  
 
    “A beautiful kid, right!”   
 
    “By the way, does somebody know who she is?” Aymeric asked.  
 
    “Hmm, we will need to wait for her to wake up in order to know it,” Trancavel answered.  
 
    “One thing is sure, she is too young to be Esclarmonde,” Gaucelin concluded.  
 
    The aircraft was already flying at Mach 3. The drones left behind were desperately trying to find the location of the signal emitted by Matilda’s chip, somewhere between the rice fields and the cricket farms of the small community of Kalia.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An unacceptable risk 
 
      
 
    Inosanto was suffering. Even saying it was far enough from honouring the sacrifice he had agreed upon. As a habit, he was sprawling in surprising position to relieve his body parts which had the most stigmata. Indeed, he could barely lean on them. The few favoured person he allowed in his close circle could testify about his bravery and his self-sacrifice. Beside the Legatee, the only man allowed to get nearby him, Inosanto had created the servants of God order, a guild dedicated to the women who gave birth to twins. Normally, when a woman was getting pregnant, her husband and she had to leave their community to be welcomed in another city in order to provide proper education to their children and to avoid consanguinity issues which would irremediably impoverish the genetic diversity of humankind. For twins’ mother, an extremely rare phenomenon since Inosanto era, they had the infinite honour to join the sacred order of the servants of God and to take care of the last Prophet. Moreover, they were part of a TV show on the unique Church channel. Like Matilda, many women were in complete admiration with them, and a bit jealous too. Indeed, they were considered as true blessed women, devoted to Inosanto, completely merciful. This asceticism was rewarded through the children who were allowed in the best Christian school of the powerful Terra Fecundis and by unmatched living conditions for the mothers. Concerning the fathers, they could join an engineer community or be part of the team working in the huge seed factories in the heart of the tropical forest. If most of the women joining the order were truly pleased, some weren’t really delighted. Others, who didn’t have such a big maternal instinct, sometime too sensitive to the sight of blood and pus, couldn’t stand attending the Prophet’s stigmata for too long. He wasn’t holding it against them. As he liked to repeat in the TV show episodes during the scenes dedicated to him, Inosanto couldn’t impose to other to suffer his torment for him. It was his burden, and he had agreed upon it free of will. The women who couldn’t endure it any more were reallocated to management or governance activities in the sacred palace. A total of a hundred young mothers were living in this place. Due to the tropical weather, they were all wearing the guild uniform, a kind of white toga, slight and transparent enough to perceive a complete lack of underwear. Despite his authoritarian aspect and his nonchalance, the Legatee was delighted by all the women living in this place. Each time he was summoned, he was fully enjoying the sight of all the women. Sometime, when he had nothing critical to do, he was going to fulfil his need in a private part of the palace where widows, less fierce than others, were letting visitors having the privilege to enjoy their divine bodies. Indeed, the priestly foundations of Inosanto’s Church were preaching neither celibacy nor abstinence. Monogamy was exercised, but divorces were fully tolerated. However, the Legatee had no time and no desire to commit to a couple life. He was enjoying much more ephemeral pleasures than family life ties.  
 
    When he arrived in the huge circular venue overlooking over the Amazonian Forest and over the Church industrial facilities, he barely had time to great his Prophet as he should. Inosanto, who was almost completely hidden under his black toga with golden embroideries representing extract of the sacred scriptures and lying on the side maintained by many pillows, immediately started the discussion.       
 
    “So, let me summarise your achievements. Four of your best soldiers are dead and the rebels have caught Sophie Lecuyer’s daughter. Then, despite your impressive intervention, they run away,” Inosanto said sarcastically.  
 
    Taken by surprise, the Legatee knelt on the shiny marble and bowed his head as a sign of respect and submission.  
 
    “Three, my Lord... three,” he said, trying to minimise his failure, looking away.  
 
    “Shut up! To what ends are the powers God gave you if you aren’t even able to stop our worst enemies? You get fooled by some nobodies, some thugs flying a MRU which is still flying today thanks to God knows which miracle.”  
 
    Before achieving his sentence, Inosanto coughed. One more time, he had to cover his mouth with a tissue to contain the bloody mucus which attested how serious the stigmata he agreed upon were.      
 
    They had a new kind of very powerful machine gun, the Legatee tried to argue.   
 
    “Or an old one!”  
 
    “Hmm! Or an old one. But there is something more serious, my Lord.”   
 
    “What are you waiting for to speak?”   
 
    “When the fugitive was embarking in the MRU, her bag got opened and its content felt on the ground. I immediately recognised one of the lab bio-containers we used in our seed factories. That’s why I deemed good to intervene.”  
 
    “Are you sure of what you’re saying?” Inosanto declared while straightening on his seat with a smirk of pain.   
 
    “I know what I’ve seen, Master! There is no doubt that Victor travelled all this way to join the rebels and deliver them a substance. But to which purpose?” The Legatee was wondering.  
 
    “Think! If you’ve the original seeds and you’ve scientists able to analyse and transform them, what would you do?”  
 
    “In fact, I haven’t really thought about this.”  
 
    “What would terrorists do, while thinking every day about a single idea, destroying the Church?”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re going to tell me, my Lord,” the Legatee answered embarrassed.  
 
    “If in their position, I would develop a disease to wipe out the world exploitations and cause an uncanny big uprising capable of overthrowing my authority and Terra Fecundis power. We’ve no time to waste. We must find those heretics and destroy them before they cause a new plague even deadlier than the last one.”       
 
    “Maybe I’ve a way my lord. The rebels are using chips they gathered on some corpses that escape our control. We just need to launch a huge census on all our territories and to compare each identity with the information contained in our database to identify them.”  
 
    “We don’t have the resources to control almost a billion people, Legatee.”  
 
    “So, we can check the funeral homes and find the traitors who deliver the chips to the rebels. We will be able to make them speak.”  
 
    “Do you really think the rebels would take the risk to communicate their base location to a few undertakers? However, we could use one of them to reach the rebels!”  
 
    “Hmm!”   
 
    The Legatee moved toward the huge glass window of the religious complex where Inosanto was living. The view was outstanding. It was the Amazonian Forest in its purest state. The canopy was spreading until the horizon, inspiring respect and a deep feeling of contemplation. Since Inosanto had forbidden humankind to access all the tropical forests, the divine nature was taking back the territories where it had been destroyed in the past because of humankind cupidity who had forgotten God to focus on a few material properties easily bought and immediate pleasure. Everywhere in the world, in the sacred lands of South America, Africa and Oceania, the biodiversity was bouncing back, providing human population with an endless source of seeds, medicinal plants and building materials. Inspired, the Legatee added.    
 
    “I’ve a plan to ambush them once and for all.”  
 
    “Hmm, finally.” 
 
    Inosanto coughed again. A bit longer than the last one. Louder too. The vibrations from his breath betrayed his congested lungs because of the too many secretions.     
 
    “I need to see her... Where is she?” He painfully asked the Legatee.  
 
    “We put her in a cell in the B wing of the prison.”  
 
    “The B wing? Why in this horrible place?”  
 
    “I was thinking...”  
 
    “You do?” Inosanto interrupted him. “Set her up in the prince suite...”  
 
    “But?”  
 
    “Let’s give her luxury, and comfort too. Let her enjoy the pleasures of life, good food. She can develop the habit to admire the infinite beauty of the Amazonian Forest every morning when she wakes up. Send her our best masseurs. In a few days, or a few weeks, under the threat to be thrown in a five square yards cell without windows, without any comfort, I will get everything I want from her.”  
 
    “I see! Well, I will have her transferred immediately.”  
 
    “Now get out! And find me those heretics! Kill them all to the last, wherever they are.”  
 
    When the Legatee got through the door, four guild servants sneaked inside, bowing the head, in order to resume the constant care they were in charge of. He discreetly turned back to observe the scene.  
 
    Is humankind that precious so only one man suffers like this for eternity?  
 
    He glanced a bit on the generous curves of the hips, thighs and breasts of the four beautiful women that their very thin tunic couldn’t hide. While two of them were already laying some gauzes on the Prophet’s festering wounds, the third one had just lifted her toga so the fourth one could gently stroke the object of his desire.  
 
    Finally eternity seems to be good, the Legatee thought before the doors automatically closed.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montségur 
 
      
 
    Paul is playing under the mangrove tree with their twin girls. Matilda is never getting tired of looking at him assuming his father role. The fiercest of the two is swinging on a rope hanging from the strongest branch of the old tree. Her sister is never getting bored from throwing a small yellow ball completely wore out to Tao, a now 65 pounds animal full of muscle and energy, who is always fetching it back to her, always ready and available for some more fun. Suddenly, one of the men dressed in black enter the garden, intimidating. One of them shoots at Paul who immediately collapses. Strangely, the girls don’t yell. They’re looking. Passively. Tao, which is a puppy again, barks and isn’t threatening at all any more. Matilda starts to run toward them while yelling.  
 
    “Pauuuuuul!” 
 
    “Hey kid! Hey!” 
 
    Two hooded men took each one of the twin and escaped jumping over Paul’s bloody corpse whose face was shredded.  
 
    “Nooooooo!”  
 
    “Hey kid!”  
 
    Matilda is violently knocked on the head. While she falls, she gets a glimpse at her assailant, tall, with bold head and dressed with a black tunic. She can’t properly detect his facial features, but a weird sensation invades her. Stunned, she soon loses any sense of reality. Her head is vibrating like a church bell ringing the beginning of the Sunday mass. Her vision gets dark. She is hurt, she feels head ache. She feels her heart beating in her head. Tao joins her. Tao is barking. He stays close to her to comfort her.  
 
    “Wake up kid! It’s all right! It’s all right! Don’t worry. Everything will be all right.” 
 
    Matilda difficulty opened her eyes. Her vision blurred, she first recognised Tao who had sought refuge inside her tunic and who was licking her everywhere in the neck.  
 
    “This is me, Trancavel, everything is safe. You passed out, but everything will be all right.”     
 
    She looked at the rebel’s face without understanding directly what was happening. He wasn’t wearing is exoskeleton any more. Her awareness of the reality was still being mixed in her mind with the dream she just woke up from.  
 
    “Hmm! What happened? Where am I?”  
 
    “We’re in the MRU. We will soon be home,” Trancavel answered her while firmly holding her head.  
 
    Suddenly Matilda remembered everything.  
 
    “Mum! Paul!”  
 
    “Mum?” Aymeric, who was watching over Trancavel’s shoulder, said surprised.  
 
    “Paul?” He also added.  
 
    Matilda was desperately looking for her backpack, wondering at the same time what she could answer to the two dumb faces staring at her. OK, she was alive, but that didn’t mean that the people who had rescued her were neither smart nor her friends, she was thinking.  
 
    “Esclarmonde? Your mother, is she Esclarmonde?” Aymeric insisted.  
 
    “It’s quite possible,” Matilda laconically answered him.  
 
    “What do you mean, quite possible?”  
 
    “I don’t know! It’s possible, that’s it!”  
 
    “OK, OK, let’s quiet down!” Trancavel intervened. “We will find out later.”  
 
    “Montségur right ahead!” The pilot yelled.  
 
    “Do you want to see this, kid?”  
 
    “Stop calling me kid, it’s starting to be annoying!” Matilda raged while pushing him back with one hand.   
 
    “She isn’t easy going, the kid,” Gaucelin said, laughing alone of his silly joke.  
 
    “Wow, wow … quiet. What’s your name?” Trancavel asked her.  
 
    “Matilda, my name is Matilda. And you should better remember it!”  
 
    “OK, chief,” the Viking looking man joked while laughing loudly.  
 
    “Matilda, come! You will see, it’s worst the sight,” Trancavel told her and handed her a friendly hand. 
 
    While openly ignoring the two other men who were discreetly staring at her, she accepted the invitation and stood up with the help of Trancavel’s arm. Tao, still warm in her cleavage, said nothing.   
 
    “See what?” She asked, shyly.  
 
    “Montségur!” He declared impetuously.  
 
    Curious, she followed the handsome long hair rebel without letting his hand go, scared to fall again. They got closer to the cockpit and Trancavel offered her to sit in the co-pilot seat.  
 
    “Bend over a little, it will be easier to look.”  
 
    “Hmm!”  
 
    “By the way, I’m Jourdain, nice to meet you,” the pilot welcomed her with an extended hand.  
 
    “Oh my God, where did I end up? What are these names?”  
 
    “Oh! Oh! Be careful about what you say, do you think Matilda is much better?” The offended pilot answered.  
 
    “We’ve to admit that for profanes, Cathar names sound completely archaic,” Trancavel joked trying to calm the situation.  
 
    Ouah! “Archaic,” he knows this word? Matilda thought, looking at him intrigued.  
 
    “There, look!” Trancavel pointed with his finger.     
 
    The sky was quite cloudless, just a bit pink in some places. In the distance, one or two hundred miles away, huge columns of black smoke were rising on the horizon, testifying of the violent fires burning everything on their path. Closer, a dry and puny red and green vegetation was covering most of the surrounding mountains. The Pyrenees, these fabulous mountain chains of the South of France, were stretching up to the horizon. At this time of the year, glaciers were covering the largest part of the highest peaks. Matilda was looking in the direction Trancavel was pointing to. There must be something but what.  
 
    “It’s splendid. I’ve never seen such big mountains in my life,” Matilda declared. “But, where are we?”  
 
    “In the South of France, in the Pyrenees,” Jourdain spontaneously answered. “Welcome in the former Cathar land.”  
 
    “South of France, in the contaminated regions?” Matilda worried.   
 
    “Not contaminated for everybody!” Gaucelin added, laughing at the rear of the cabin.  
 
    “"Don’t worry, ki... Hmm!” Trancavel reassured Matilda. “We aren’t living in the open air. Here, here it is... Do you see?” He insisted while pointing at a mountain peak covered with small coniferous trees with red and orange leaves and strangely flat tops and angular sides. 
 
    Jourdain started a few very smooth approaches, showing he wasn’t such a bad pilot. From far, Matilda wasn’t seeing anything extraordinary in those few stone walls in poor condition. Then, the MRU gently encompassed it and went down to the main wall level. The dimension became meaningful when Matilda saw a man wearing a weird jumpsuit inside the fortress.  
 
    “It’s huge! How did you build such a building? Why such an inaccessible place?”    
 
    “Ah! Church followers, you’re well educated,” Gaucelin declared.  
 
    Matilda exhaled deeply and while she was probably going to answer him with a diatribe of her own way, Trancavel interrupted her momentum.  
 
    “What he is meaning, ki... Hm, we haven’t built anything here. This fortress was built during the 13th century. This place has been standing for almost a thousand years.”  
 
    “A thousand years!” Matilda said in a low voice.  
 
    “Seventy-yards long, 20 yards large, walls of more than thirteen feet thick and 80 feet high. The perfect place for a good hideout,” Jourdain added. “Look!”  
 
    He aligned the MRU over the fortified wall and pushed a small button which started the partial opening of the cockpit armour shell under their feet. Matilda was then able to follow the operation through the glass floor, having the most comfortable view for these manoeuvres requiring a real accuracy. Forty yards under, the rocky soil of the Cathar fortress started to move on most of the main entrance of 20 yards large. Soon, a wide open gap, large enough for the aircraft to go through, was revealing some lights to guide the landing on a metallic platform on which a landing target was painted. Jourdain was fully focused. He ensured the landing, inches after inches, with an unparalleled accuracy. He turned his head toward Matilda and smiled at her to show off. While he stared a bit at the young woman’s cleavage, who was bending over, Tao discreetly grunted toward him to remind him he was still taking care of his master. At this moment, the edge of the port wing slightly rammed the landing well.  
 
    “You must look below, Jourdain! Below,” Trancavel insisted while capping a bit his head. 
 
    “Do I need to remind you that just a few inches more and this aircraft wouldn’t be able to land in our military base?” Jourdain argued embarrassed. 
 
    The aircraft landed with a deafening noise because of the reflection of the reactors roar on the walls. Jourdain turned off the engine and laid a hand on Matilda’s shoulder.  
 
    “Welcome in Montségur, kid!”      
 
    Tao, protective, started barking louder. Matilda stared directly at the pilot then looked at his hand, silently making him understand “Don’t touch me!”  Jourdain, distraught, removed his hand in a hurry while coughing slightly. The man outside got closer to the aircraft from below and knocked on the window to signal everything was good.  
 
    “What is this jumpsuit?” Matilda asked.  
 
    “Because of the fires, we can’t take the risk to go outside without proper protection.”  
 
    “I thought it was impossible to live in the contaminated regions,” Matilda said surprised. “I’ve seen many television stories showing the damages on the human body. The burns, the pimples, the decomposition of the internal organs.”   
 
    “It isn’t that simple. The radioactivity had decreased to normal level a long time ago. Except for these damned fires, we could do without jumpsuits.”  
 
    “I don’t understand! This makes no sense.”  
 
    “Forget the Church propaganda. The air isn’t radioactive any more, for a long time. Except in some areas next to old nuclear plants which had imploded. However the soil, the trees, the plants, the animals, they’re all contaminated. And when there are fires, clouds of deadly radioactive particles are rejected into the atmosphere.”  
 
    “Animals?”  
 
    “Yes, stags, boars, squirrels, wolves, bears and ibexes. Since mankind has fled these regions, the wildlife took over its right place. It hasn’t rained for a few weeks. Fires are propagating quickly because of the southern winds. We can stay outside without any protection during a dozen minutes maximum. After that, damages on the organism are almost irreversible,” Trancavel explained her. “And we don’t have medical technologies advanced enough to treat the injuries caused by radiation.”  
 
    “I thought life was impossible,” Matilda mourned.  
 
    “The populace must be kept in fear and ignorance,” Aymeric, standing at the rear next to the MRU lateral door, joked.    
 
    Outside, the man was operating a control handle fixed to a cable linked to a pulpit in the left corner of the landing base.  
 
    “Hey, we’re moving down.” Matilda declared.  
 
    “Indeed! Our military base is under the mountain. We will go through a decontamination process, then we will be able to reach the main hangar.” 
 
    Trancavel just achieved his explanation when the lift abruptly stopped. Above, the huge trapdoor was closing the military complex entrance. The man wearing the one-piece rubber jumpsuit took position next to the pulpit and widely opened his arms to grab the iron bars built-in the metallic wall of the lift then he spread his legs to attach his feet in some indentions planned for this use. Matilda was warily observing the strange ritual. What would happen now? Coming from every side, powerful gushes of a white foaming liquid invaded the narrow space where the MRU was. During several minutes, the gushes were sweeping all the aircraft surface from top to bottom, left to right without missing the slopes. Outside, the operator was struggling to miraculously keep his frail body standing, while being hit from everywhere by this small chemical storm. Everything abruptly stopped to be replaced by powerful water gushes taking care of flushing everything. Finally, the lift resumed its vertical trajectory, sinking in the mountain depth. 
 
    “All this water wasted, this won’t help us,” Gaucelin said.  
 
    “Right! And if we don’t find a spare atomic pile quickly, we won’t be able to fill our tanks,” Jourdain informed.  
 
    “How is that possible?” Trancavel asked surprised. “It was literally full when we stole the MRU three months ago.”  
 
    “Who knows, the drones maybe. We took some heavy shots when you were having tea with the kid at the rear.” 
 
    Matilda was getting ready to react to the disdainful name. Trancavel prevented her.  
 
    “If we hadn’t taken time to remove her chip, the drones would have hunted us.”  
 
    “We would have lost them.”  
 
    “Really? And by the way, they would have got even more information about our destination. A blessing for the Legatee. It’s unthinkable to take such a big risk and to endanger our Kathar brothers and sisters.”   
 
    “All right!” Jourdain complained as he couldn't get the last word. “I’m going to control the energy system. Maybe the problem just comes from the gauge sensor, he cleared off.”  
 
    “Report to me as soon as you will have more accurate information.” 
 
    Behind, Aymeric opened the door to great his friend who had just removed his thick jumpsuit, letting a dense red braided hair and sublime green eyes appearing, highlighted with a few freckles. Once outside the aircraft, they manly seized each other just under the elbow. It wasn’t a proper handshake but more like a forearm shake. Aymeric was the first to speak.    
 
    “Happy the one living for science and improving the world...”  
 
    “And who will overcome darkness through science,” his fellow spontaneously answered. “I’m happy you’re safely back, my friend. So, how many?” He asked him, full of excitement.  
 
    “Four.”  
 
    “This almost exceeds the record! Can I?”  
 
    “Be my host,” Aymeric answered. 
 
    Matilda who just recovered her backpack was getting ready to disembark when she looked at the firery-haired stranger who was engraving four vertical bars on the MRU keelson with a long combat knife. 
 
    Finally, somebody my age!  
 
    Trancavel, already on the ground, offered her his assistance.  
 
    “Thanks, but I can take care of myself alone,” she retorted.  
 
    He doesn’t seem to be interested by my backpack. So he hasn’t seen anything?     
 
    “As you wish, Miss,” her host joked while moving away to open the hangar door.  
 
    She jumped with both feet over almost three feet high from the rear cabin and landed with an outstanding dexterity while holding her bag against Tao who hadn’t left his pleasant hideout. Her panty-dress, stretched on her hips and very wide and slightly transparent below the thighs, was perfectly fitting her generous buttocks while she graciously landed on one knee to absorb the impact. The firery-haired man, whom she was still ignoring the funny name, abruptly stopped engraving the counting of the dead militiamen on the MRU armour to curiously look at the generous shapes of the young woman. While she was standing back, pretending she hadn’t noticed his attention, the young man got closer.  
 
    “So you’re the one they went to save!”  
 
    “It seems so,” she answered looking away.   
 
    “Ermengarde, at your service!” He told her, bowing down.  
 
    “Ermen... what?” Matilda chuckled.  
 
    “Ermengarde,” he answered, offended.  
 
    “Uhh! Seriously, is this a local speciality to have corny names?”  
 
    “Hey! Be respectful, kid, or we bring you back where we found you!” Gaucelin, who just took foot on the ground, said.  
 
    “No worry, we’re leaving now!” She provoked him. “Ah! Shit! I’m so silly, there is no more atomic pile. Such a pity... right? You’re starting to piss me off with your stupid names, your vague actions which gave me a bump on the head as big as a potato and with your eyes always directed to my cleavage or my ass. What do you believe guys?” 
 
    Ermengarde was literally stuck right there. He was looking at the perfect body and at the angel face acting like a real little devil and didn’t intervene. Usually full of energy, and not letting himself get pushed easily, he couldn’t do anything. For the first time in years, his fast quips was completely off. Nothing, zero, absolutely nothing. Trancavel came closer.  
 
    “OK, OK, let’s quiet down guys! At least Matilda is right with one thing, you’re a bit annoying. It looks like you haven’t seen a pair of breasts for months.”  
 
    “Right, but about the names?” Ermengarde added. 
 
    Matilda had just put again her backpack on her shoulder. She pulled Tao out of her cleavage, stared at the firery-haired man and told him with a too theatrical and indulgent tone.  
 
    “Ermy! Yes, here it is... I will call you Ermy! Is he happy? Everything is all right? So can we go now?”  
 
    She followed Trancavel toward the huge weapon room where Aymeric was already in charming company. Behind her Ermengarde was stuttering a few inaudible answers, without being convincing at all.  
 
    “Come on, kid! Hurry up to check up the MRU,” Jourdain told him while friendly clapping on his back.  
 
    “Ermy?” Trancavel called him from the hangar door, “can you take a look on the right arm actuators of the exoskeleton. If you had adjusted it better, the Legatee would now just be an old memory.”  
 
    “Ermy,” Jourdain repeated in a low voice, smiling, while he was getting back his expedition bag from the MRU rear.    
 
    Matilda couldn’t realise what was happening. The Kathar military base was surprisingly spacious. The main room had a huge arch directly cut in the stone at approximately 50 feet high. A dozen of MRU could have easily fit inside. On the sides, she quickly noticed some tunnels and two big secondary rooms a bit smaller. Each circulation area was strengthened with metallic structure to ensure its sealing. On the ground, tracks were leading toward the different tunnels. One rebel was there, handling a cart full of weapons with a kind of wired remote. A light water noise attracted her attention. Glancing at it quickly, she understood its origin. A small powered waterfall was gushing in a drainage channel going around the main room before disappearing behind some containers stored in the back. Then, she noticed a pungent humidity smell probably due to the lichens covering some parts of the walls. Neons producing an extreme white light were illuminating the whole place and their slight vibrations reminded her the sunlight. Welding noises attracted her attention. She shyly moved forward, looking at almost  two dozen grey-haired people all busy with different tasks. Some of them seemed to be preparing some strange vehicles she was seeing for the first time in her life. Probably some old models from the Godless Decade, she thought. Others were training for hand, knife and rod combat. She dwelt a bit on a grip aimed to take the machete away from your opponent that a man, she would have considered as old just a few hours ago, was skilfully executing.    
 
    Not bad for some old people.  
 
    On the left, a group of two men and two women, all older than the other, was manipulating some data on some touch screens while indulging in mysterious debate. A bit behind, a few men looking like geeks were scrambling on a MRU carcass which wasn’t really fit for flying.  
 
    Trancavel abruptly stopped to say a few words with Aymeric and a thirty-year-old woman wearing a black and stretching military uniform marked with a nice red cross which was the symbol of the Kathar rebels. He turned back to introduce Matilda who was holding back.  
 
    “Matilda, Blanche… Blanche, Matilda.” 
 
    Finally, a normal name.  
 
    “Hi,” she mumbled in a low voice, a bit intimated by the poise and the strength of character emanating from the beautiful stranger.  
 
    “So, you’re Esclarmonde’s daughter?” She asked a bit authoritatively.   
 
    “It seems so, yes,” Matilda answered without any conviction.  
 
    “Namely? You aren’t sure?”  
 
    “Let’s say, for me, my mother’s name is Helena.” 
 
    While Blanche was going to answer her, a deep and husky voice of an old man did it for her.  
 
    “No! The true name of your mother is Sophie Lecuyer, kid.” 
 
    Blanche, Aymeric and Trancavel immediately turned back, then placed their hand on their heart while bowing down the head.  
 
    “Happy the one living for science and improving the world...” they all said in unison.  
 
    “And who will overcome darkness through science,” the old man with a forked beard and a disarming goodness, calmly answered. “Welcome among us. It’s a huge honour to meet the daughter of my tender and dear Esclarmonde.”  
 
    Matilda stared at him while letting go a kind of “Uhh!” or maybe an interrogating “Ha?” quite confusing or even more confused.    
 
    “Sorry, I’m missing my most basic duties. Let me introduce myself, my name is Phoebus!” 
 
    “The founding father of the Kathar order,” Trancavel added.  
 
    According to his age, there is no doubt about this! 
 
    “Matilda, my name is Matilda. And this is Tao,” she added without being intimidated.  
 
    "Oh, such a nice little animal. A pure Border Collie. I haven’t seen one since I was a child. Where did you get him?” Phoebus immediately asked her.  
 
    “My partner gave him to me for my twentieth birthday,” she answered while stroking the small ball of fur who had sought refuge in her hand.  
 
    “Your partner is benevolent. What’s his name?”  
 
    Matilda felt her eyes filling with tears she wasn’t able to retain.  
 
    “You don’t have to answer right now, kid!” Trancavel whispered in her ear.  
 
    “It’s all right. It will be all right. His name was Paul! They killed him in front of us.”  
 
    “They?” Phoebus asked surprised.  
 
    “The Legatee. The Milicia Christi. We fought them during the extraction father,” Trancavel answered instead of Matilda who was unable to say anything.  
 
    “What about Esclarmonde?” The old man insisted. 
 
    Matilda burst into tears. She pressed Tao against her chest to comfort herself, remembering Paul and the good times with her mother.  
 
    “God punished him! Her too. If she had denounced this Guilhabert, she would still be alive, I would be home, cooking some caramelised crickets...”  
 
    “Guilhabert?” Phoebus abruptly interrupted, her while laying his hand on her forearm. “You’ve said Guilhabert?”  
 
    “I don’t know anything!” I don’t remember!” Matilda yelled, infuriated by the event roughness.  
 
    “This is of the highest importance kid!” He insisted.  
 
    “I’m tired of being called kid, I’m tired of answering your questions. I just want to get my former life back. I just want to get my life back, do you hear me?” Matilda was mourning. “I was going to be chosen to have twins, to join Inosanto’s sacred order, provide a better life for my family. I was praying God every day so he would choose me. Me, do you understand? Me! And look at what you’ve done, all of you with your silly names, your misplaces manners, your blasphemous mantras, your science, your weapons, your violence.”     
 
    Trancavel signalled his father to let it go. Phoebus didn’t insist more and hold back discreetly.   
 
    “I haven’t asked for anything!” She added. “Absolutely nothing!”  
 
    Blanche took over. Between women we should be able to get along, she motivated herself.  
 
    “OK, OK, calm down, I guess you would like to take a bath, eat something and rest?”  
 
    “Is it good? Can we go?” Trancavel yelled toward a few men standing near some old atomic off-road vehicles from the French military.  
 
    One of them signalled everything was ready.  
 
    “So, let’s go, let’s not waste any more time.” 
 
    Blanche invited Matilda to follow them by gently pushing her in the back.  
 
    “Where are we going this time?” She asked almost aggressively.  
 
    “Home Matilda,” Phoebus answered quietly.  
 
    “We aren’t going to get outside.” She declared seeing everybody climbing in the vehicles. “We will die outside!”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Blanche appeased her. “The passenger compartment of these vehicles is fully airtight and air-conditioned. There is no risk at all. This isn’t as terrible as you’re used to hear on the Church propaganda channel.”  
 
    “Also, you’ve noticed we’re living a long life in this area,” Phoebus joked.  
 
    “Yes, I guess it must be hard to conceive when God doesn’t really care about you!” Matilda replied bitterly.  
 
    In your face!     
 
    Phoebus didn’t even bother to answer. Only a small smirk was testifying of his nonchalance and of his amusement toward the youth fieriness.  
 
    Aymeric and Gaucelin climbed into the first car with Jourdain. Trancavel invited Matilda to board the second vehicle with Blanche and Phoebus. He opened the driver’s door. Curious, Ermy got closer. He knew he wouldn’t be part of the convoy but he was secretly thinking nothing ventured, nothing gained.  
 
    “You, where are you going? We got under the fire of a dozen drones, so make sure there are no major damages,” Trancavel interrupted him right before taking his seat in the vehicle. 
 
    Embarrassed, Ermy glanced one last time with interest and kindness at Matilda, who gladly glanced back at him despite the adversity and the terrible loss that just affected her. What was telling her not to worry, this unusual hair the colour of the fire, these freckles harmoniously covering his face or the eyes green like emeralds. She had no idea. Whatever, Matilda was finding a bit of comfort when looking at the young man, probably just a bit older than her. The doors overly banged. Phoebus was sitting in the front, next to his son Trancavel. He took a micro fixed just under the rear-view mirror, placed it near his mouth and pressed a couple of times on the side.  
 
    “We’re following you,” he communicated simply.  
 
    “Well noted,” was Jourdain’s direct and short answer.   
 
    The two atomic 4x4 turned back to move toward the closest tunnel in a confusing silent. When they passed over, all the men and women working around in the military complex, without a single exception, turned back and applied their hand on their chest while slightly bowing down their head. Matilda understood it was a sign of respect toward the old man.  
 
    “They may not see him a lot to devote to such a ritual,” she thought. 
 
    Therefore, she realised how important she was for Phoebus, and, moreover, the asset she had in her possession in the form of the container. Thinking of this, she gripped her backpack against her chest even more, and immediately started to stroke Tao to hide her gesture, which could have been misinterpreted and encourage suspicion.  
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    They briefly stopped in a sluice without any light. The car headlights automatically lighted on. Matilda glanced behind. A huge metallic armour door was closing. Trancavel, looking in the rear-view mirror, let out a small explanation.  
 
    “This is the procedure to avoid any contamination. Behind this door,” he said while pointing at vehicle front, “this is the mountain, the open air.”  
 
    “What about the drones? How do you escape from them?” She worried.  
 
    “Don’t worry, none of the flying Jesus is coming here. That’s why this place is the best existing hideout to escape from the Church scrutiny.”  
 
    “The Church had only dispatched its death devices near the former nuclear plants to protect and manage the collectors’ organisation,” Blanche added.  
 
    “Collectors?”   
 
    “Four legs robots working on dismantling the former plants...”  
 
    “There are thousands of them recovering the melting atomic combustible to transform it into piles,” Trancavel interrupted.  
 
    “More skilled than dogs,” Blanche added.  
 
    “No need to say it’s impossible to go in this area without a good jumpsuit and appropriate weapon,” Trancavel continued.  
 
    “Look,” said Blanche while raising her shirt sleeve up to the elbow. “This was done by one of this damn mechanical dog.” 
 
    Her forearm was literally severed from a dozen inches of muscles in the most fleshy part.  
 
    “A few more inches and this crap would have cut me the whole arm,” she alleged proudly.  
 
    “I don’t understand, are they coming here?”  
 
    “No, we’re going to them! Where do you think we get the atomic piles we need to power our equipment.” 
 
    Matilda made the relation with the special announcement the state television had been broadcasting for a few days about an attack against an atomic pile factory, but tired of their continuous manhood demonstration, she deemed better not to confront them about this topic. She had enough for today.        
 
    The door leading outside was now fully opened. Outside, it was already getting dark and the shadow of Montségur peak was almost covering the old medieval village completely whose walls and roofs were torn apart by the wild nature which took over a long time ago. Trancavel activated something looking quite like a radar on the 4X4 control panel. A few seconds later, after making sure it was working perfectly and that it detected no signal, he ordered Jourdain to start his way out.  
 
    “I thought there was no risk,” Matilda said ironically.  
 
    “Better safe than sorry! A single minute of inattention is enough to endanger our 3000 Kathar brothers and sisters.”  
 
    “Three thousand?” Matilda asked surprised. I’ve barely seen two dozen inside.  
 
    Phoebus bothered to turn back as much as his advanced age allowed him and answered her.  
 
    “Montségur constitutes a military base. Our community is living a bit further East in some old caves dating back several millions of years.”  
 
    “Millions of years? How can you believe such silly things?” Matilda angrily said.  
 
    “So, you, people from the agricultural communities, are really as ignorant as the rumour says?” Trancavel answered curtly. 
 
    Laying a soothing hand on his thigh, his father made him understood not to start this debate in such a frontal manner.  
 
    “So, Esclarmonde hasn’t told you anything? She didn’t protect you from the obscurantist fairy tales of the Church.” The old man added quietly.  
 
    I begrudge myself. I couldn’t dare teaching you the real history, science, philosophy. It was too dangerous. These last few words her mother shared with her a few hours before to die just invaded the young follower’s mind, like a bowling ball racing directly toward its target. It wasn’t really a strike, but Matilda was forced to note the link between what Phoebus just told her and Helena’s regrets.  
 
    “According to you, when was Earth created?” Phoebus finally asked her.  
 
    “Easy!” Matilda replied proudly, “exactly 6184 years ago.”   
 
    Trancavel sighed outraged while slaloming between the huge holes doting the old road toward the Sanctuary.  
 
    “And what if I tell you Earth has been existing for 4.6 billion of years?”  
 
    “I would say you’re all insane!” Matilda replied straight forward.  
 
    “So, according to you, Adam and Eve really existed?” Blanche, unbelieving, asked her .  
 
    “Like the Godless Decade, like the birth miracle, yes! Like the immortal Inosanto who agreed to suffer for eternity to save us all! Are you willing to deny these facts?”  
 
    “Deny these facts? I’m far from denying them!” Phoebus added. “But the Church explanations don’t suit us. We’re thinking science, and science only, can answer all these interrogations. In fact, that’s the Kathar purpose.”  
 
    “Science has destroyed the world by manipulating the living, promoting assisting procreation rather than natural one, equipping soldiers all over the world, spreading nuclear plants everywhere, destroying nature. Science has led to war and to the humankind genetic degeneration. God gave us a second chance,” Matilda replied.  
 
    “You aren’t wrong. I’ve to admit it. But science has nothing to do with this. Cupidity, corruption, greed have led humankind to its own destruction. Think about the discovery of the atom and of radioactivity, it allowed the creation of medical imaging devices to save lives, and also the creation of atomic bombs. Should we put the blame on science for what humankind did with this discovery? No, of course, no. Science is showing the genuine things, human being is giving it its meaning. Human being is corrupting.”  
 
    “So, why should I believe you’re less corrupted than the others?”  
 
    “You’re right,” Phoebus admitted, “but in this case, why believing Inosanto couldn’t be?”  
 
    “Because he was granted with God’s immortality, because he is preaching knowledge, because he is ordering good and forbidding evil!”  
 
    “No need to insist father, she has an answer ready for everything, you see!” Trancavel interrupted them.  
 
    “After seeing the Sanctuary,” Blanche gently interfered, “you will change your mind.”  
 
    “All I’m seeing for the moment is a group of old people who can’t procreate, struggling like worms on a hook to escape from their doomed fate.”  
 
    Trancavel broke so hard the wheels locked and the three tons armour vehicle slid on a few yards despite the deep roughness of the asphalt. Or, on at least what was remaining of it.  
 
    “What did you just say? Dare repeating it.”  
 
    Matilda wasn’t proud any more and sought refuge against the door while Tao was barking and groaning to show himself, but too ridiculous to even be considered. Phoebus played the card of appeasement. Blanche, who seemed to know her boss like the back of her hand, didn’t dare intervening. Trancavel added.  
 
    “You didn’t notice your damn Church killed your family in front of you and tried to shoot you in the head right afterwards. And who saved your ass? Come on! What’s wrong... You’re mute? We damn did! The old people as you say! So if you aren’t happy you can get off. You can face the real world to go meet your stupid Inosanto and give him beautiful twins. I’m not holding you!”  
 
    A deadly silent dropped down in the car. Despite his authority, Phoebus didn’t add anything, neither comment nor argument in favour or against it. Blanche was passively looking through the windscreen, looking at the leading car stopping a hundred yards in front. Trancavel was looking down on Matilda in the rear-view mirror, his face close, his jaw clenched and breathing deeply. The young woman’s mind was filling with a myriad of thoughts more confusing and opposing the ones another, her convictions were shaken, her doubts were aggravated as they had never been.  
 
    “Is there a problem chief?” Jourdain asked in the radio.  
 
    Trancavel didn’t answer. Impassive, he was still staring at Matilda, apparently waiting for her reaction. On her side, she was looking at him out of the corner of her eyes, without turning her head, without daring withstanding him. Time was passing.  
 
    “Chief?” Jourdain insisted, worried. 
 
    Matilda surrendered. She had just found somebody more stubborn than her, and despite her inexperience, she knew she had to defuse the situation. After all, she was the one who started the hostility.  
 
    “OK! It’s OK, I shouldn’t have. So... happy? So can we go now?” 
 
    Her tone wasn’t really compliant but at least her intentions were real. Without further scene, Trancavel put the micro next to his mouth.    
 
    “False alarm, you can go on, we follow you.” 
 
    He laid the micro, put on the first gear and added one last warning before anybody had time to speak.  
 
    “Not a single word about this before we arrive. Understood?”  
 
    Phoebus smiled, amused by the youth fieriness, or maybe just seeing his own personality in his son’s. Blanche, as a sign of approval, blinked in amusement at Trancavel through the rear-view mirror. She was also thanking him for putting the shameless young girl in line. Even if her desire was strong, she wouldn’t have used the same way. On her side, Matilda just kept silence in sign of suffering and despair, adding a bit more to the tense atmosphere in the narrow passenger compartment of the vehicle.  
 
      
 
    The journey almost took one hour. Intrigued, Matilda was looking at a huge metallic canalisation, several miles long coming down from the mountain on a steep slope, along the riverbed nearby some impressive limestone cliffs. Phoebus laid his hand on Trancavel’s forearm who was looking at him from the corner of his eyes. After an accomplice wink, the old patriarch started to speak with Matilda.  
 
    “You see this beautiful valley Matilda, it was formed during an era called the Jurassic, approximately 150 million years ago. Our community sought refuge in huge chambers dug on each side of the valley, inside those limestone cliffs themselves. Like in Montségur, we’re protected from the radiation by the mountain acting as a natural shield. So there is no risk at all, feel reassured.”  
 
    “What are those huge pipes?” Matilda interrupted him.  
 
    Phoebus looked at his son amused, happy he was able to initiate a peaceful connexion with the young woman.  
 
    “Those are the water pipes from the former hydraulic plant in Tarascon. Nowadays, they’re empty, but they were so large we can wander inside without any problem.”    
 
    “The plant has been out of order for a long time,” Blanche added, happy to be able to start the discussion again. 
 
    Some old shattered buildings were punctuating the journey. The road was so abandoned the convoy wasn’t going much faster than twelve miles per hour. In some places, the vehicles were swaying so much that they had to go very slowly to spare their mechanical parts. Also, there were some almost fully preserved road segments, on which Trancavel and Jourdain were letting their ardour go free. Nothing to compare with the rice field quads limited to 12 miles per hour. Matilda was enjoying it quite a bit. She shuddered from a peak at 60 mi/hr to the point she was really feeling the unused potential wildness in her. Indeed, going that fast, just a yard from the gorge overlooking at the river, was exhilarating. The idea it was possible to tumble because of a small road rockfalls or a wrong move, was giving all its meaning to life. Between true fear and imagined exhilaration, Matilda was strangely satisfied. She couldn’t avoid thinking about the ten tests of Tibesti she had brilliantly won for the first time when she was just 16 years old. Maybe during those great excess, she finally truly realised her life would never be the same. No more routine in the rice fields, the natality worship would be forgotten, no more caramelised crickets. Now, the main goal would be to survive in the heart of these unknown lands.  
 
    “Here, we’re arriving,” Phoebus stated. 
 
    The two vehicles were branching on the left, taking a road looking quite well maintained going up along the cliffs. At the beginning of the road, some concrete studs and large metallic bars were delimiting the road, but soon the path was looking more threatening. Rockfalls had attacked the edges, so they sometimes had to brush the rock walls to go forward. Trancavel was completely focused. A few minutes later, they arrived in front of a huge cavity, almost sixty feet high, advancing deeply in the cliff. He looked at the electronic terminal on the control board, indicating a completely normal radioactive level. With a finger in front of his mouth, Phoebus gestured him to keep silent. Trancavel parked two dozen yards from the cave access chamber.  
 
    “Everybody gets off,” he said.  
 
    “What? Without jumpsuit?” Matilda worried. “That’s not what was planned!”  
 
    “Don’t worry, look, this is just a few yards. Come on, put this on.”  
 
    Blanche gave her a small respiratory mask with connexion and thick filters on each side, and a plastic opening she had to put in her mouth like a snorkel.      
 
    “This is to filter the outside air. Radioactivity is mainly harmful when we’re breathing it. It’s too low to have an impact on the skin. Don’t worry, we’re doing this every day,” Blanche informed her. 
 
    Matilda was breathing faster just thinking about being in the open air in the heart of the contaminated regions. She grudgingly took the mask but not without complaining a bit before.  
 
    “All this time, you knew it... You knew we will go outside and you haven’t told me anything.”        
 
    “Consider yourself lucky kid,” Trancavel told her. “Normally we don’t come here by car. We take those zip lines from the cow cave on the other hillside of the valley,” he pointed with his finger. “There, we can hide the vehicles. Here we’re exposed.”  
 
    “What about Tao? How does he do?”  
 
    “Sorry, I’ve no solution for him,” Blanche mourned. “We will go inside as fast as possible so he won’t be exposed to much. Clog his nose as much as possible.”   
 
    Annoyed, Matilda put on the respiratory mask, opened the door and got out of the car. She was holding tight her backpack and her small Tao, protecting his muzzle the best she could, then she started running toward the small iron door inlaid in the rock. Blanche and Phoebus got out with no mask and took time to walk and chat while the young country girl was staring at them, scared, and waiting for somebody to open the door. Concerning Trancavel, he was turning back toward the cow cave. While the Kathar patriarch and Blanche were getting closer, Matilda was looking at them, offended and angry. She removed her mask and freed Tao muzzle who was tired from struggling.  
 
    “Everything all right Matilda?” Phoebus fooled. 
 
    She didn’t even bother to reply. Blanche entered the access code on a small keypad and the door instantly unlocked. The old man entered first in a narrow damp corridor of approximately fifty yards long, sinking in the mountain bowels. Before closing behind them, Blanche briefly explained to Matilda.  
 
    “There are three exits. This one is the only one accessible by car. But we don’t take it often. As you saw, the road may collapse at any time and is too narrow for most of our equipment. In due time, I will show you the exit we use the most. “  
 
    Due to the place features, Matilda forgot her bitterness and just got snatched in the dark and deep tunnel.  
 
    “I hope, at least you aren’t claustrophobic?” Blanche asked her .  
 
    “Claustro what?”  
 
    “Hmm! You aren’t scared of enclosed areas?”  
 
    “I don’t think so... “  
 
    “Good, we will know it fast enough,” Blanche interrupted her while closing the door behind them.  
 
    The darkness was total during the few first seconds. Real deep darkness, where even the most trained eyes couldn’t see anything. Matilda felt her heart beating faster. For the first time in her life, she was experiencing the total lack of lights.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Blanche asked her . 
 
    The question was barely over while a thread of LED lighted up on the full length of the access chamber. Below, Phoebus, who didn’t seem to be disturbed at all, declared.  
 
    “You’re really taking your time misses.” 
 
    Blanche unexpectedly took Matilda’s hand and lead her to go down while paying attention to the slippery ground. Tao was struggling and barking, probably stressed because of the situation and the too narrow place.    
 
    “Be quiet, everything is all right,” Matilda whispered to him.  
 
    Phoebus was waiting below, the second door was now open. Matilda got quite surprised when she finally reached the end of the access chamber and entered in the cave. The entrance cavity wasn’t so impressive finally. Nevertheless, its arrangement was really surprising. Huge metallic structures built-in the rock were supporting some area apparently dedicated for weapon storage. Phoebus spoke to her.  
 
    “Weapons are forbidden inside, so everybody is requested to drop them here.”  
 
    Blanche unhooked a kind of gun she was wearing on her belt and gave it to an old woman standing behind a counter. In return, she gave her a badge.  
 
    “Over here,” Blanche indicated her, after the transaction was over.  
 
    The lighting was particularly well designed. It wasn’t some kind of too white and pulsating artificial lights, but instead thousands of little LED were dotting the iron beams which were shaping all the installations. In this way, the lighting was omnipresent and quite diffuse, sparing the inhabitants’ eyes. They got deeper in the cave maze, passing by dozen people.  
 
    “I hope you’ve a great sense of direction Matilda because our installations are spreading over 8 miles of tunnels,” Blanche commented. “It’s a real maze and it’s quite easy to get lost. Nevertheless, you will see, there are signs at every intersection to ease the inhabitants’ coming and going.  
 
    Blanche showed her one. Each destination had a specific colour.  
 
    Military area, follow yellow;  
 
    Engineering area, follow blue;  
 
    University area, follow red;  
 
    Government area, follow green;  
 
    Housing area, follow white;  
 
    Sanctuary, follow purple.”  
 
    “Where are we going now?” Matilda asked worried.  
 
    “In the housing neighbourhoods.”  
 
    “You see, kid, we’ve amazingly succeeded in linking three huge caves historically known as Niaux, Lombrives and Labart,” Phoebus interrupted them. “20 years ago after the great purge, when we settled here, we never thought our movement would attract so many people. The bigger the community became, the more space we needed. So we dug the ground in many places, several yards deep, to get more space. Then, we reached a critical size so we had to take care of the neighbouring cave whose access was impossible because of some rockfalls. We drilled, and we got developed and took over the place step by step. You will see, there are some stunning internal lakes. We use them as water reserve. A very high quality water filtered by the mountain. But its consumption is highly regulated and each inhabitant has a couple gallons of water every day to meet their needs. It isn’t a lot but it’s enough to drink, get washed and clean the houses. Blanche will explain you the rules in detail. Nevertheless, just drink the tap water, it has been decontaminated.” 
 
    Blanche laid a hand on Matilda’s shoulder and happily smiled at her. Apparently, the Kathars were proud of their organisation, she thought.  
 
    “Look, here we’re training the newcomers who are joining our community.”  
 
    “Newcomers?” 
 
    A dozen young women and men, some not much older than her, looked at Matilda passing by with Phoebus and Blanche. Some looked baffled, others seemed to be satisfied to be here, while some also looked overwhelmed by doubts. Nevertheless, they were all giving the impression of hoping for a better life.  
 
    “You said we’re old, that’s true for the founding chiefs and for most of the population, but many young people are running away from the Church persecution and request us to accept them among us during our raids. We accept them at the only condition they agree on following scientific studies to contribute to the community survival.”  
 
    “Scientific studies?”  
 
    “Yes, we’ve a research lab working on animal reproduction,” Phoebus interrupted them. “Because of the great purge, most of the world great scholars were killed. The Church has also burnt all the scientific books, encyclopaedic servers were destroyed and the little left we’re able to retrieve during our raids isn’t allowing us to recover the knowledge needed to solve the great mystery of human reproduction. So, we’re training scientists as much as we can, to undertake some medical researches.”  
 
    “Our community is dying. Less than ten years ago we were still twice more,” Blanche added. “As you will see, we’ve a lot of empty housing units.”  
 
    “If we don’t find a solution quickly, the Kathars will disappear in less than a generation,” Phoebus mourned. “If only your mother had survived, she could have helped us. She was the best microbiologist and geneticist in the world. No doubt she would have found a solution. We would just have to focus on Inosanto’s fall.”  
 
    “I still don’t understand what harm Inosanto has done!” Matilda declared as her convictions were battered.  
 
    “Mind your head, we’re going to take a very narrow way,” Blanche said.  
 
    A huge rock of several hundred tons was blocking the way. Behind, a cavity bigger than the other was filled with housing units on more than 60 feet high. Matilda was amazed by the stream of lights which reminded her about Christmas time in Kalia. Some inhabitants dressed in military clothes were doing different tasks here and there. The young farm girl couldn’t identify all of them.  
 
    “Here we’re in the military area. It is the closest one from the exit we took. Those soldiers must be able to intervene in just a few minutes to defend the community,” Blanche explained her.  
 
    “Why don’t they carry any weapon?”  
 
    “The last alert due to a drone coming by was more than 10 years ago,” Phoebus remembered.  
 
    “And it left as fast as it came without detecting any human activity. When I said we’re safe in these caves, it wasn’t just a mind-set,” Blanche affirmed with conviction.  
 
    “Then, why is a full garrison ready to intervene?” Matilda asked surprised.  
 
    “Si vis pacem, para bellum,” Phoebus quoted loudly.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “It’s Phoebus’s favourite motto,” Blanche joked. “If you want peace, prepare for war. So the Church doesn’t teach you Latin?”  
 
    “No! For what?” Matilda replied.  
 
    “Maintaining people ignorant is the best strategy to ensure a submissive and easy obeying population,” Phoebus mourned  
 
    “So, such as explaining to people Earth is 4.6 billion years old, right?” Matilda said ironically.  
 
    Being at an intersection, Phoebus seized the opportunity.  
 
    “Let’s go this way, I want to show you something,” he offered while going toward the Sanctuary. 
 
    She saw no harm in that, and as she felt captive in this new world, she knew so little about, Matilda let herself be guided in a completely dark tunnel free of any human and technological presence.  
 
    “Why there isn’t a single light here,” Matilda asked worried.  
 
    “Once there, I will explain you,” Phoebus replied. 
 
    The only light was coming from the old man’s flash light. Matilda and Blanche had no choice but to stay close so they could foresee the unevenness of the slippery and wet ground.  
 
    “Mind your head,” Phoebus notified while pointing the light beam up, showing a very low rock, they had to squat down to sneak under it.  
 
    On the other side, a few steps were leading to an elevated level. There, another narrower way was leading forwards. Nevertheless, this time, a glass door, with an automatic door opening mechanism was blocking the access. Phoebus put a badge on the electronic lock, then after the door opened, they entered in a huge cavity of more than 130 feet high. It was so deep, the light beam couldn’t even reveal its depth. Here, the ground was strangely even, so it was completely safe to move on.  
 
    “It’s here. Just one second,” Phoebus declared.         
 
    Then, he switched off the light.  
 
    “Hey!” Matilda declared while Tao’s little barks were echoing on the cave’s invisible wall.  
 
    “Come closer, follow the sound of my voice,” she heard. “Don’t worry, there is no obstacle,” Phoebus directed her.  
 
    Very slowly and sometimes fumbling with the tip of her foot or trying to find a bit of comfort from her finger tips, Matilda moved on until she came up against the old man.  
 
    “It’s me! Come here,” he guided her by grabbing her elbow.  
 
    Blanche’s breath was the only audible point of reference allowing her to know they were still near each other.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Phoebus asked her.  
 
    ‘Yes, well, I think so,” she tried to answer. 
 
    Then, decorative incandescent lights fired up, unveiling the cave’s walls where around sixty magnificent cave paintings took life representing some horses, ibexes and stags. The lighting was dancing like the flames of thousands candles, so the different prehistoric painting seemed to be dancing on the wall. Without knowing why, Matilda felt she was surrounded by sacred, almost religious pictures. This weird sensation was still hovering in her mind when Phoebus interrupted her.   
 
    “Do you know why I had those moving lights installed?”  
 
    “No, not really,” she humbly answered.  
 
    “See, 14 000 years ago, when these artworks were drawn by our ancestors, they were using fire as a source of light. The first time I came here, I saw this with flash lights. My brother, with whom I founded the Kathars and who was still alive at this time, explained me the prehistoric men were probably thinking that by drawing these animals on the walls in the heart of the planet, they were giving them some kind of spiritual life - like a way to apologise for hunting them. I wasn’t seeing anything else than drawings, of course, some beautiful and old drawings, but I couldn’t see neither life nor soul. My brother asked me to switch off my flash light and ignited a lighter which flame was dancing following the cave’s air streams. Then, the drawings came back to life. The horses were vibrating and seemed to be running, the bisons were grazing, the ibexes were climbing again the stiff mountain wall of the Pyrenees, hesitating about jumping toward another edge. This day, I understood a new light on things could completely change our world perception. Sometimes, moving just a few inches on the left or on the right is enough to discover completely new perspectives, able to overturn our deepest beliefs.”  
 
    Matilda was intently listening to Phoebus while anxiously looking at the drawn shapes of these former animals whose spirits were still occupying the premises. 
 
    14 0000 years, 14 000 years! Such a nonsense!  
 
    “How do you know they were drawn 14 000 years ago?” She humbly asked.  
 
    Phoebus looked for Blanche to signal her with a blink of an eye that there was still hope for the kid. Blanche nodded, testifying of her complicity with the old man.  
 
    “In fact, we just know it because of those two drawings here.” 
 
    Phoebus was now closer to the left side of the wall and was pointing at two bisons with his finger. He added.  
 
    “Do you know exactly why those two?” Blanche asked her .  
 
    “I’ve no idea,” Matilda answered, embarrassed by her ignorance.  
 
    “Those are the only ones the artist had drawn with wood charcoal mixed with a binder, probably an animal oil. The others there are made from mineral colours.” 
 
    “I don’t see why this is a proof,” Matilda said incredulously.  
 
    “Hmm! If your father was still alive, he would have explained you the principle of carbon-14 dating better than anybody else.”  
 
    Blanche launched a disapproving stern look.  
 
    “My father?” Matilda asked surprised. “What are you talking about? I don’t even know who he is! Even my mother was vaguely speaking about him,” she raged.  
 
    “Phoebus, no!” Blanche interrupted in a low voice.  
 
    “But I thought you met him recently,” he added.  
 
    “Don’t you think I’m  understanding your little tricks? Nice and considerate, trying to show off all your pseudo-knowledge, trying to appease me, and why? For a few information you desperately need. You really think I will really believe your tricks about the so-called prehistoric drawings?”  
 
    Matilda came closer to the wall, intending to lay the palm of her hand on one of the bisons.  
 
    ‘Don’t do this!” Phoebus yelled angrily.  
 
    Blanche grabbed her by the arm to pull her further from the wall.  
 
    “Hey!” Matilda was revolted.  
 
    “Those drawings are of priceless values. Why do you think the access is closed by a glass door?” Blanche told her abruptly.   
 
    “Guilhabert! “You did mention Guilhabert earlier in Montségur, right?” The old patriarch added.  
 
    “What, Guilhabert? What’s more again?” The kid raged.  
 
    “So, don’t you understand?” He said surprised. 
 
    Matilda froze for a moment with panting breath and the eyes full of tear which weren’t willing to fall. She was opposing herself to the fact as much as she could.   
 
    “Guilhabert is Victor Akamba’s Kathar name, one of the most talented quantum physicist of his time. And also one of my best friends. Esclarmonde and he were an inseparable couple. At this time, Terra Fecundis was redoubling its hostile announcement against the scientific world - it was holding it guilty of all the ecological disasters and of the loss of human natality. The more our researches improved, the more banning threats were made. A few of them sensed the change of pulse, and we were doing our best to collect identification chips on corpses escaping the Church’s vigilance. But we didn’t think Inosanto would start executing his evil plan so quickly. When the Church took over the last dissenting government in Europe and when the great inquisition purge was declared against the scientists all over the world, we didn’t have enough identification chips to protect our entire community. Guilhabert sacrificed himself for me and gave me the chip he was supposed to get. We had already planned to come settle right here in this cave in case our lives would be at risk. A few fellow travellers who weren’t accepting the Church’s grip on the world rallied us. Some high-ranking army officers, who couldn’t even think about swearing loyalty to a pseudo-prophet, some engineers, some physicians, some computer scientists, some horticulturists, some blacksmiths - people with various and complementary skills - strongly decided to fight against the inquisition and obscurantism. Then, the nuclear incidents happened in the last two plants still being dismantled. Some were pretending those events were consciously caused by Inosanto to completely demonise science and eradicate it from Earth.”  
 
    “What happened to my mother?” Matilda asked while finally starting to cry.  
 
    “Your father was from the Chad, and he promised her he will meet her in Kalia - he was sure she would be safe there and that nobody would discover her true identity. Then, he gave her the small NASA beacon we used to locate you. He had to cope through, find a chip to merge away into the masses, then find her and activate the beacon so we could organise a rescue mission. Since the day we escaped from the Milicia Christi, 21 years ago, we’ve never heard of him again. We were thinking he got caught by the Church, and he had been killed like everybody else. To be honest, with time going by, we also thought your mother had endured the same fate.”   
 
    “So my mother received the chip of a woman called Helena Sroulevic, right?” Matilda interrupted him, trying to find a loophole in his story.  
 
    “Exactly, my dear. We had an accomplice working in an incineration plant and providing us the chips of deceased people going through standard procedures before being incinerated. Sometimes, when he received some very mutilated corpses - a lot because of car or plane accidents - which still had their chips, he was taking them and was disguising the offence by mutilating the corpse even more, tearing off the forearm or what was left of it if needed. It wasn’t making a big difference on the corpse and was going unnoticed.”  
 
    “This doesn’t explain how you can claim I’m his daughter?”  
 
    “When Esclarmonde escaped to Kalia she was already pregnant. We’re all actively taking part in the natality worship, masses and other Church ceremonies. It was a matter of survival. In France, we were creating an underground network of dissidents. The inquisition was as efficient as it was ruthless with non-followers so we had to merge with the mass and adopt the Church principles to avoid arousing suspicion. One day, she got pregnant. An insult for an atheist.”  
 
    “My mother wasn’t really tied with the Church, but she believed in God,” Matilda confronted him.  
 
    “I can’t imagine Esclarmonde feeling anything other than disdain in the simple idea of God, my dear. She had certainly done everything to protect you and herself, even if she had to fake she believed in.”  
 
    “What about Inosanto’s extreme age ? How do you explain he is 170 years old?”  
 
    “I still don’t have any accurate explanation for you. I only know that a few weeks before the great purge, rumours about a nano-substance enabling cell regeneration and to dodge death itself started spreading in the scientific world.”  
 
    The container! Matilda immediately thought.  
 
    “This was 20 years ago, he was already 150 years old, your explanation doesn’t apply,” Matilda provoked him.”  
 
    “I’m well aware of this. Nevertheless, I trust much more in science to discover it than in the third testament, even if written by Inosanto himself.” 
 
    “Don’t you simply see the proof of God’s existence?” She finally tried to argue, her convictions stronger than ever after Phoebus’ confession of ignorance.  
 
    “How do you explain an atheist had been chosen by God to give life?” Blanche challenged her.  
 
    “I know this is a lot to ingest in a very short time,” Phoebus added on a paternal tone. “But I need to know if Guilhabert talked about anything which could help us overthrowing Inosanto and finally end Terra Fecundis’s inquisition.”                
 
    Deep in her, a small voice was whispering to Matilda that their arguments weren’t completely absurd. She couldn’t deny her mother had almost never been to the church. Without Father Matthew’s beneficial indulgence toward her, who knew what would have happened? How to distinguish between everything? The real? The fake?   
 
    “I don’t know anything else. I’m sorry, I can’t help you,” Matilda hesitated. 
 
    Phoebus, discouraged, turned back to face the prehistoric drawings and shyly came closer.  
 
    “Leave me alone,” he said, disillusioned. 
 
    Blanche looked at Matilda and signalled her to follow her. Phoebus was lost in his thoughts, he was already hunting in the huge plains of the Pyrenees, holding a spear, abreast. His stabbing breath was punctuated by the lights’ dance which organic moves were giving life to the preys on the wall of the thousand-year-old cave. Phoebus wasn’t from this era any more. This time the Kathars were desperately needing.       
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As long as there is some life...  
 
      
 
    Matilda was discovering her new living unit. Like in Kalia, they were all numbered. Hers had the number A1-067. It was simply meaning “apartment 67 in the wing number 1.” Located in a high cavity like a seven-storey building, a small underground river supplied by a lake was running by. The light noise of the water troubled by the cave’s rocks were suitable for relaxation and reflection. Almost adjusted on outside day and night rhythm, the collective lighting inside the cave was now at its lowest intensity. Nevertheless, despite being almost 10pm, many people of the Kathar community were going back and forth. Blanche explained her where the linen and the toiletries were and how the shower and the organic toilet worked. Two completely white tunics and some beautiful boots were also on the shelf. According to Blanche, it was her size and she could use them, the former occupier having passed away a few months ago. Whatever, as Matilda’s clothes were torn off, bloodstained, full of dirt and sweat, she had no other choice but to put those clothes on. She also showed her the cleaning products and was particularly insisting on this topic. An immaculate cleanliness was required. Nothing was harder to stop than a mould propagation in such a confine and wet place as the cave. The metallic equipment was limited as much as possible because of the enhanced oxidation they were subject to in this environment. Despite the imposing structure forming the main frame of the houses, plastic had become the favoured material. The room wasn’t bigger than 8 square yards, including the toilets, a small table, one chair, a few shelves and a narrow retractable bed mounted on an actuator, so it could free some space when she wouldn’t be sleeping. On the wall, an old leaflet was representing Montségur castle from a bird’s point of view and she could read written in white, “Montségur and the Cathar mystery.” A handwritten red K drawn with a marker was overlaying on the C of Cathar. The lower part was filled with some strange red crosses surrounded by golden moon crescents that most of the soldiers, she had seen since she had been saved, were wearing.          
 
    “It isn’t really big,” Matilda complained while glancing at the old picture. 
 
    “We all received the same things,” Blanche answered. “If you’ve any problems, don’t hesitate to disturb your neighbour above. She usually goes to sleep late.” 
 
    “Hmm! And what weird name does she have?” Matilda said ironically.  
 
    “Ermessende. And there is nothing weird about it,” Blanche said irritated. “If one day you wish to be fully part of the Kathar community, you will have to receive the consolamentum from Phoebus himself, which involves a new identity.”  
 
    “The consolamentum? A new identity?” Matilda interrupted him.  
 
    “A kind of baptism professed by the Cathars.”  
 
    “I don’t understand, you’re speaking about the Cathars like if they don’t exist any more?”  
 
    “Are you saying, you don’t know who the Cathars are?” Blanche said surprised.  
 
    “Hmm... no!” Matilda apologised.  
 
    “I knew Inosanto was consciously nurturing his followers’ ignorance, but this is the topped! Cathars were some Christian considered as heretic by the Catholic Church. They have almost been completely eradicated during the first inquisition of the history during the 13th century.”  
 
    “Hmm! If they were Christian, I don’t understand why the Catholic Church wanted to eradicate them,” Matilda argued.  
 
    “Because they were claiming God wasn’t the sole and only creator of the universe. From their point of view, the Devil had created the matter, the world, the bodies, and so on... And God had created the minds and the souls. Also, according to their doctrine, none of them could overcome the other. The Catholic Church who was claiming God was the sole and only creator of everything quickly saw them as a threat against their authority.”  
 
    “This makes no sense! As you believe in science, why did you choose to be called the Kathars?”  
 
    “We don’t believe in science, we’re using it,” Blanche answered her, a bit irritated. “We’re establishing some assumptions, confronting them to the real world and if the observations are in conflict, it means we were wrong. So we’ve to reformulate the theories until they’re confirmed by the observations. This is totally different.”  
 
    “You didn’t answer my question! Why be called the Kathars?”  
 
    “Because they bravely defied the Crusader knights. They fought until the very end. Because they have never given up their ideals and beliefs. Also, they were living here, in the South of France. Even if we don’t share their religious beliefs, we at least share their courage and commitment. We adapted their rituals and taking their names was a way to honour them. We’re the last bastion still fighting against Inosanto’s inquisition, against obscurantism, against the ignorance he brought on the world. But we do this on behalf of science, progress and technology.”  
 
    “That’s why the K instead of the C?” Matilda thought loudly while looking one more time at the leaflet, while stroking Tao.  
 
    “You still have a lot to learn to honour your mother. She is a legend here. She was one of the four founders of the Kathar movement with Guilhabert, Phoebus and his brother Guiraud. That’s why she has chosen to get the name of a flawless Cathar, Esclarmonde de Péreille. At that time, she was Raymond de Péreille’s daughter, lord of Montségur castle. She was burnt on the stake of Montségur on the 16th of March 1244 because she refused to abjure her faith. In Occitan, her name means “who is lighting the world.”  
 
    “Before being shot in front of the Legatee, my mother just kept repeating a strange sentence loudly. “Happy the one living for science and improving the world...”  
 
    “... and who will overcome darkness through science. I wish I could have met your mother,” Blanche sighed.  
 
    “According to the way you spoke about her, I thought you had already met her,” Matilda said surprised.  
 
    “We will speak about this another time, I’ve to go.”    
 
    “And Ermessende, where does it come from?” Matilda insisted.  
 
    “She was the wife of the Count of Toulouse.”  
 
    “And what does it mean?”  
 
    “Why don’t you go to visit her then you can ask her the question yourself? I really have to go,” Blanche tried to conclude, in a hurry to leave.  
 
    “Wait!” Matilda interrupted her one last time. 
 
    Blanche, already standing on the exterior doorstep, looked at her, disillusioned.  
 
    “What, again?” She sighed.  
 
    “Tao needs to eat something. To drink.”  
 
    “Ermessende!” Blanche simply replied her, pointing toward the floor above.  
 
    Then, she closed the door. 
 
      
 
    Ermessende ...  
 
    “My poor Tao, you’re hungry,” she told while stroking him. “So, I guess we don’t have any choice.”  
 
    Matilda looked at herself in the mirror hanged on the wall next to the shelf. It was the first time she looked at her since she had been extracted from Kalia. She dropped sitting on the bed, which mattress wasn’t comfortable at all. Tao was snooping near the door, sniffing every asperity, every corner, each material. Matilda buried her head in her hand and loosen up.  
 
    “Why me? Oh Lord, what did I do to deserve this? Why did I come across some unbelievers, some infidels? What are you trying to tell me?” She whispered very in a very low voice.  
 
    She broke down in tears, the saddest she had been in her entire life. But, did someone need to be 100 years old to really feel the weight of suffering? She had just been through the unthinkable, while her fate was to have a peaceful life. In the worst scenario, she would never have children, but she would have worked in the fields or in the cricket farms, sow some Kang Kong. She would have lived with her big idiot Paul, who made her laugh because of his clumsiness and his stunning manners. Tao brought Matilda back to reality. He was barking in front of her, probably begging for a few caterpillar kibbles and a bowl of water. She stared at herself in the mirror one last time, sitting, dirty, stinking swear, the eyes full of too many tears so she couldn’t retain them. Her gaze hardened. She didn’t like what she was seeing. She didn’t like what she was deeply feeling in her heart, in her flesh.  
 
    Give me the strength! I’m begging you, show me the way! 
 
    Tao was insisting. Matilda came around and bent over to take him in her arm. While doing this, she offloaded the bed. She heard a faint metallic ping but it was already too late. The bed suddenly winded up, brutally activated by the actuator. Pushed on the hips, she felt forward while trying to protect Tao the best she could. She couldn’t avoid knocking her head on one of the table feet just in front of her.  
 
    “Ouch! What is this thing?” She raged.  
 
    She slowly rolled on the side. Tao, after being knocked on the nose by almost one hundred and ten pounds, was shaking his head to come around while whining. While she was pressing on her head to avoid an unsightly bump, she spotted a few small pictures and newspaper articles pinned under the bed. On the highest one, there were four people standing proudly in front of a curious structure made of spheres linked together by big tube axis. Matilda thought she recognised somebody and came closer. She was stunned, this was her mother next to Guilhabert, Phoebus and another man she didn’t know, probably his brother, Guiraud, she thought. Her mother already had a round belly.  
 
    So it was a bit before the great purge, before you had to run away...  
 
    Under the photo, a small handwritten caption stated. “Could there be a better place than Brussels’s Atomium to ratify the creation of our Kathar movement and to write its manifesto for science and against obscurantism?”   
 
    “The Atomium?” Matilda whispered, touched to see, for the first time, her mother being so young.  
 
    They seem to be so conquering and so proud. You’re so beautiful, mum.  
 
    She dragged her finger on Guilhabert’s face, her father whose real name was Victor Akamba.  
 
    I was just a few inches from you and my heart didn’t even recognise you.  
 
    Under the picture, a roughly sliced extract of the manifesto was pinned on the bed by two pins. 
 
      
 
    “The experienced Kathar doesn’t believe. He will always seek the truth in books or through experiments, so in the science and in the quantum reality themselves. He will achieve this through what is called the “consolamentum,” in other words, the far-sighted revelation of researched facts, thought moral purification and the imposition of hand for the internal awakening of science. In fact, it’s everything the pagan antiquity was defining under the name “Initiation,” applied to scientific thinking to reach a perfect symbiosis between science and human intuition. This summarises the essential differences between the temporal and esoteric Church and the verified factual approach of the Kathars. For a Kathar, there is nothing more pressing than pursuing the great search for real through knowledge about the atom, in order to reach the ultimate truth...” 
 
      
 
    Right below, Matilda looked at another picture taken in the big room with the cave paintings, the Sanctuary. One dear old lady, her left knee laid down, her hands overlapping on her right thigh, head down in a sign of noble humility, was receiving the consolamentum from the four founders of the Kathar movement all wearing white toga printed with the original Cathar cross. Despite the poor light from the seldom flash lights, it was possible to see precisely the four scientists around her - they were applying their right hand four inches over her head, while keeping three fingers of their left hand on their forefront slightly bowed. An almost sacred solemnity was emanating from the event. Matilda was particularly moved.    
 
    So mum, you were here! But who is this woman?  
 
    Under the picture, a handwritten text stated. “Day of my consolamentum, 04th October 2160.” 
 
    Matilda looked around her, looking for some information that could help her identify the woman. Stuttered, she read another text below, entitled “Kathar consolamentum ceremony - Atom’s Gospel.” 
 
      
 
    At the beginning, there was the atom, it was everywhere, it was everything; 
 
    Through it, everything came to existence, and everything that happened, did with it; 
 
    It was holding life, and life was human beings’ lights; 
 
    There were the great scientists, their names were Galileo, Newton, Darwin, Einstein, Hawkins, and so many others; 
 
    They came as witness to testify about the atom so everybody would believe in it; 
 
    Those men weren’t the light, but they were here to honour the light; 
 
    Atom was the true light, the one illuminating every human being born in the world; 
 
    The world started to exist through it, but the world replaced it by obscurantism; 
 
    It came to its place, and its followers preferred some fake prophets; 
 
    But for everyone who had received it, it gave them the power to serve science, to these people working on its behalf; 
 
    Kathars testify about it by declaring, “For science we live, though science we will overcome”; 
 
    We all received a part of its truth; we’ve received knowledge after knowledge;  
 
    Because science came to exist through the atom, and its understanding and power were revealed to us by science. 
 
      
 
    Matilda looked up, toward the sky.  
 
    Is this what you wanted to show me? Is this the way? Is this the light I was looking for? 
 
    From the tip of her finger, she touched this woman on her knees, with a deep feeling of respect.  
 
    Did you live here?  
 
    Hurried by Tao, she finally undressed and get closer to the narrow shower cubicle. According to Blanche’s recommendation, she didn’t have enough water to relax in the shower as she used to do in Kalia, where water wasn’t an issue at all. Nevertheless, her first experience wasn’t a success at all. She opened the tap to let the water free and wet her body so she could soap it easily. Lost in her thoughts, she wasn’t really conscious of the time she spent under the water and about the amount of water she just used for this simple task. She cut off the flow and scrubbed all her body with a harsh soap the colour of copper, probably made from used cooking oil. The smell wasn’t unpleasant, but Matilda didn’t like this drying sensation of her skin that it caused after being used. When it was time to wash herself, she opened the tap again and, with the palm of her hand, she started guided the water all over her body to remove the foam. This would have gone very well if she hadn’t used 90% of the tank during the first phase. She didn’t get time to wash her beautiful and long black hairs full of foam before the water stop running.  
 
    “No! No! I don’t believe it!” She raged, hitting the shower head. “How is it possible to live like this?” 
 
    Tao was barking harder and harder. Of course, nothing that would alarm the whole neighbourhood, but enough to add more tension to the current situation. Matilda, very angry, got her arm outside the cubicle and fumbled toward the shelf, looking for a towel.  
 
    “Quiet down, Tao, quiet down,” she was constantly repeating while she finally got her hand on what she was looking for. 
 
    It didn’t take her long to remove the foam and dry herself partially. Indeed, the towel wasn’t of the best quality. The fabric looked more like a bed sheet than a towel. Tao was insisting too much.  
 
    “Ermessende, Ermessende,” Matilda was humming in a low voice. 
 
    Her skin still wet, she put on one of the two white tunics and the red leather boots in no time. Soaked with water, the light fabric was sticking to her chest in a very erotic way, but Matilda didn’t notice it right away. She caught Tao who willingly let her, and she opened the door.  
 
    “Ermessende... Ermessende...where are you?” She was mumbling.  
 
    She took the gateway toward the metallic spiral staircase leading upstairs. She climbed one floor up, then guiding herself based on her instinct, she got closer to the opposite apartment supposed to be Ermessende’s. 
 
    This must be this one. 
 
    The door opened even before she got time to knock.  
 
    “I was wondering when you would come to see me,” an eighty-year-old woman with coloured cheeks and a sweet smile said - like a mother appeasing her child.  
 
    “Ermessende?” Matilda asked her shyly.  
 
    “There is nobody else in this unit, so, yes, I guess I’m indeed.”  
 
    “Nobody else except you?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so. But, come inside, I was just brewing some infusion.”  
 
    “I thought plants, like everything else, were unfit for human consumption because of the radioactivity.”  
 
    “That’s indeed the case, but hopefully our engineers are quite talented,” Ermessende joked. 
 
    Matilda was expecting anything except meeting someone looking so happy and peaceful, in particular in such an enclosed, wet and cold place and, even less, cloistered in just eight square yards. Even less, such an old woman, with a face so marked by the age. She must easily be more than 80 years old and, despite the life condition the Kathars had, she was looking healthy, maybe just a little pale. She was quite surprised to find an apartment full of memories, full of life from the colour of the flying fabric and of the pictures of any kind reflecting the light of dozen candles harmoniously laid around but in perfect order. Tao was struggling in Matilda’s arms while her host was closing the door behind her.  
 
    “Good heavens, I haven’t seen such a cute face for so long, what’s his name?”  
 
    “Tao.”  
 
    “Hello Tao,” she told him and stroked his nose.  
 
    He started to bark with virulence.  
 
    “He isn’t angry at you, he’s simply hungry and thirsty,” Matilda reassured her.  
 
    “Oh! In this case...”         
 
    Ermessende opened a small pantry half-hidden by an ochre-golden fabric chosen with much taste. She took one portion of a paste which seemed to be very calorific, and put it in a small and ancient enamelled plate.  
 
    “Here, little hungry animal,” she said while setting the dish on the floor.  
 
    “Hmm...,” Matilda began.  
 
    “Water, I didn’t forget,” Ermessende interrupted her and took a bowl to fill it. “I guess you’ve already used your whole water reserve for today, right”? She laughed.  
 
    “Kind of frustrating, yes.”  
 
    “You’ll get used to it very fast. You’ll be surprised to discover what we can do with 2 gallons of water.”  
 
    “How many people are we in this building?”  
 
    “From the latest news, just you and me.”  
 
    “I don’t understand, where are the others?”  
 
    “Please, sit. The infusion is ready.”  
 
    Matilda made sure everything was good for Tao, then sat on the bed which was lowered.  
 
    “Here,” Ermessende simply said while putting a cup filled with the yellow beverage on a piece of wood acting as a table.  
 
    “Hmm! It smells good, what is it?”  
 
    “Taste it before, I’ll tell you if you can’t guess.” 
 
    Matilda raised the cup to her lips and took a tiny sip. The nectar had a milky flavour mixed with an after taste of roots and fresh soil.   
 
    “It’s good and different from everything I’ve already drunk,” Matilda said surprised.. “But I can’t say what it is.”  
 
    “This is a mushroom and liquorice based infusion from our underground plantation, then I add some extract of spruce roots we collect in the mountain.”  
 
    “I thought everything was contaminated outside,” Matilda worried.  
 
    “We’ve devices to measure radioactivity. So, we often go through the area, until the South of Spain, to measure the contamination level of the soils, the trees and the animals.”  
 
    “I would have never guessed some animals are living in the contaminated regions.”  
 
    “You want to know? There were never that many. Since mankind has fled these regions, the wildlife took over its right place. There are so many of them, so if their meat wasn’t so contaminated, we would have enough food until the end of time.”  
 
    “So, how do you do?”  
 
    “Insects. Do you see this paste Tao seems to like so much? This is larvae and worms breed in the cave.”  
 
    “I know a lot about insects. I worked in the cricket farms for two years.”  
 
    “In this case, you’ll easily get used to our larvae,” Ermessende joked. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you, I found some pictures under my bed...”  
 
    “Yes, it has become a tradition since we arrived here.”  
 
    “How so?”  
 
    ‘To leave a track in the unit we’ve lived in.”  
 
    “My mother has lived in the apartment I’m  in?” Matilda asked surprised.  
 
    “Indeed, but she didn’t stay long. Maximum two weeks, before going to Africa. Ava was her successor.”  
 
    “Ava? The woman on the other picture? The one receiving the consolamentum?”  
 
    “Indeed. A very good friend of your dear mother.”  
 
    “What happened to her?”  
 
    “She left us two years ago. A lung infection,” Ermessende mourned.  
 
    “You were close, right?”  
 
    “We were only a few inhabitants left in this housing area. She and I always refused the offer to regroup in other cavities. At our age, changes aren’t an easy thing. We spent all our time together. I’m the last one living here. But, not any more.” 
 
    The obvious happiness from the beginning of the encounter had just made way to the deepest bitterness brought by nostalgia. Just looking at her facial expression, Matilda could sense Ermessende’s emotional distress. She just knew her for a few minutes, but she was already feeling a kind of family bond. Maybe it was the fact she knew her mother that she lived one flat above her, even if it was only for two weeks. Or maybe was it the suffering she was feeling and could easily relate to. Whatever, Matilda was feeling peculiarly good with her. She drank another sip of the infusion, thinking she had to get used to its strange taste, as she certainly wasn’t here for just a short time. Matilda started to yawn and laboriously blinked. Tao had eaten the whole insect paste from his plate. He was lying down, at his master’s feet, full and, like her, he was overwhelmed by this sad day.   
 
    “You seem to be exhausted, my dear,” Ermessende shyly told her.  
 
    “I’ve the feeling this day is never ending.”   
 
    “In this case, go back to rest, we will have time to speak tomorrow.”  
 
    “In fact, I don’t really know if I’ll be able to sleep. I really don’t want to stay alone,” Matilda said, touched.  
 
    “Hmm! What do you think about going to get your mattress? You could camp next to my bed.”  
 
    “I’m going right now,” Matilda replied with enthusiasm.  
 
    “I’ll take care of Tao, don’t worry.”  
 
    Matilda did so eagerly and disappeared. She flew down the stairs very quickly and was back in her housing unit in a blink. She lowered down the bed, took the light mattress and the duvet out and went back to the gateway outside. At this instant, some armed guards on their night patrols, walked past the unit, and attracted by the noise, aimed their powerful flash lights towards Matilda, who, surprised, stood still.  
 
    “Everything all right, miss?” The closest one asked.  
 
    “Uhh! Yes, everything all right,” she stuttered. 
 
    Matilda just stared at their two weapons looking exactly like the one used to kill Paul and her mother. The second soldier insisted.  
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, sorry, I’m too tired... I, I’ve to go,” she answered with hesitation.  
 
    “Good night, and don’t hang around in the gallery by night without a flash light, you could hurt yourself.” 
 
    Without answering, Matilda took the stairs, troubled by the terrible memory of Paul killed in cold blood by the militiaman under the Legatee’s command. She was viewing again this weapon directed to his back and the gloomy electronic noise preceding the deadly shot. She came around as soon as she faced Ermessende’s door. She breathed deeply, and entered almost apologising.  
 
    “Come, come inside, my dear.” 
 
    Matilda stood in the doorstep, without daring settling her mattress. Tao was sleeping in a sort of multicoloured scarfed entwined like a kind of improvised nest.  
 
    “That’s nice.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Tao,” Matilda answered while glancing toward him.  
 
    “You will see, during the night, the temperature drops down quickly in the cave. So we cover ourselves properly. At present, it’s kind of mild, it’s the middle of the summer. But during winter, the temperature drops fast to 25 Fahrenheit.”  
 
    “I can’t remember a temperature below 55 or 60 Fahrenheit. It must be unbearable?”  
 
    “Not that much. We’re using individual heating unit working with an atomic pile.”  
 
    “Isn’t that risky?”  
 
    “There is never no risk. Nevertheless, we never had any accident. Atomic piles have been so well developed to perfection before the Godless Decade. Almost everything is now working with atomic energy. The only issue is to get some.”  
 
    “The robot dogs?”  
 
    “Among others, yes. Drones too. Without speaking of the very high radioactivity level in the production plants. In the future, we will have no other choice than to attack the convoys delivering the piles to the Church.  
 
    “Tell me...”  
 
    “I’m listening to you.”  
 
    “I thought weapons were forbidden in the cave.”  
 
    “Indeed, they are.”               
 
    Dubious, Matilda added.  
 
    “I just met two heavily armed soldiers patrolling.”  
 
    “Hmm! Simple riot control weapons. It’s impossible to kill with those.”  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Matilda asked her, baffled.   
 
    “Of course I’m ! A good shot, and you faint, your muscles paralysed. In the worst case, you get a strong headache during a few days.”  
 
    “I need to speak to Blanche!”  
 
    “Right now?” Ermessende asked, surprised.  
 
    “Yes, right now!”  
 
    “What is so urgent, my dear?”  
 
    “If what you’re saying is true, then Paul and my mother are probably still alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you want to name her?”  
 
    “Ava!”  
 
    “A Cathar name... Come on, you know we can’t.”  
 
    “What do you think of Matilda?”  
 
    “Matilda Akamba... it sounds good,” Guilhabert smiled.  
 
    “So what can be said about Matilda Lecuyer?” Esclarmonde added, rushing him tenderly. 
 
    Phoebus, who was keeping watch in the hall, suddenly entered in the microbiology lab where the embracing couple seemed very peaceful despite the circumstances. Noises of gunfire were coming from everywhere. The soldiers of the Milicia Christi had just entered the building and the purge was going to be ruthless. No trial, no question, repentance was impossible. Death was coming to them in its darkest way.   
 
    “They’re coming. We’ve no time to waste,” Phoebus warned them.  
 
    “It will be Matilda,” Guilhabert whispered in her ear before releasing their embrace.  
 
    Phoebus insisted.  
 
    “Now, Guilhabert!” Now!” 
 
    Time to dry her tear and to raise her head, Esclarmonde was now in Niaux sanctuary, leading Matilda’s consolamentum with Phoebus and Guiraud. A completely full backpack was waiting to be grabbed at her feet, something she wouldn’t forget to do after holding her hand above Matilda’s head who was kneeling, happy and accomplished. She closed her eyes to say the appropriate liturgical words. When she opened her eyes again, Guilhabert, lying on the ground in front of her, had a shredded shoulder and his guts were spilling out a gaping wound. Despite the really shocking situation, he was staring in her eyes, his face covered with his own blown, and told her with no difficulty, without showing any suffering, like if they still were in this lab.       
 
    “You will be safe in Kalia. I’ll meet you there.”  
 
    “Guilhabert!” Esclarmonde yelled while suddenly opening her eyes. 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, she was comfortably lying in such a big bed that she couldn’t even imagine it could exist. Was it still a dream or the reality? The shiny ecru colour silk linen covering her body gently slid on her skin while she was standing back to look at her surroundings. It wasn’t a dream. The room itself was huge. While she was looking at the furnishing, she was seized by such an intense headache she held her head in her hands during a few seconds begging loudly for it to stop. When the pain gave her a bit of respite a few seconds later, she finally discovered she was just wearing a simple and slightly transparent nightdress and some underwear a bit darker but just long enough to reach the top of her knees. 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    She was really surprised by the design and the modernity of the premises. The material was the purest possible, sublimating the floor, the strangely smooth and uniform walls made of concrete with no covering. Esclarmonde, used to the warmer building of Kalia, quickly thought about the League of Nations in Paris, where she had lectured about reproductive biology a few years before the great purge. This completely anachronistic comparison helped her feel much more confident. Furniture made of waste wood with perfect finishing, as she hadn’t seen for decades, were punctuating the space. An atrium, fully delimited by glass walls, was in the centre of the suite. Inside, a magnificent palm tree, whose top was far above in a light shaft leading outside, was surrounded by plants with wide leaves. They seemed to be magically floating around a small waterfall hurtling a few artificial rocks arranged to lead the water to a small pond populated with exotic animals. On the left, a majestic table was covered with a plethora of dishes looking so delicious. A wealth of papayas, bananas and mangos. Some bread, some Viennese pastries, some slices of ham, milk, tea, coffee, fruit juices with sparkling colours. A feast like she hadn’t seen since the great purge. Reaching the mattress edge, Esclarmonde got immediately immersed in the stunning view of the tropical forest canopies, she got through the glass window spreading on the whole 60 feet width of the room. She came closer, looking for any hint allowing her to identify the place. Down the building, she noticed the nature had literally taken over its right place, in the middle of what seemed to have been an average size city. Former factory ruins, or maybe of a popular market, were still standing between very robust tropical trees and between conquering and flourishing plants. A rusty and dented plate, lying on the floor were still letting the letters M.E.R.C.D.O. appeared. 
 
    Hum... Mercado. Brasilia... Inosanto!  
 
    Looking more closely, she noticed, between the trees, a patrol of two militiamen wearing stealth suit, who was probably going around. The building place from where she was looking at the scenery was culminating at a hundred yards at least. Suddenly, a drone, completely identical to the big ones, but much smaller than the one she was used to see, and coming from nowhere, took a stationary position outside, in front of her, and seemed to record her from every angle. Esclarmonde took one step backward. She wasn’t the kind of woman easily impressed, but the situation, the apparent luxury, the majestic nature around her and even the absolute quietness of the place, were much more confusing than usual.  
 
    The drone disappeared as fast as it had appeared, when, suddenly, someone knocked on the door.  
 
    Matilda! 
 
    Esclarmonde turned back. In her mind, it could only be Matilda or Paul. Or maybe even both of them. Despite being foolish, she couldn’t get rid of this strong idea. Her increased awareness of the reality was slowing coming back, when the door opened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about what you’re saying?”  
 
    A glimmer of hope was shining in Phoebus’s eyes while he was looking for Trancavel who just arrived.  
 
    ‘What is so urgent it can’t wait tomorrow?” He declared a bit annoyed.  
 
    “Matilda is claiming the militiamen who shot Paul and Esclarmonde were using riot control weapons,” his father answered.   
 
    “I’m not pretending anything, I’m  sure of it!” She yelled.  
 
    “And why such a revelation is coming from nowhere just right now?” Trancavel said ironically.   
 
    “Because I don’t have much knowledge about weapons,” Matilda angrily said.  
 
    “She saw an armed patrol,” Ermessende defended her. 
 
    “And as I told her weapons are forbidden inside the cave, it made her think,” Phoebus added while nonchalantly stroking a big Labrador who seemed quite tired, peacefully lying next to him.   
 
    “Hmm! I see, I’m sorry!” Trancavel answered, embarrassed. 
 
    “We’ve to do something!” Matilda added.  
 
    “I would like to, but what? Phoebus answered curtly. “Our MRU is almost out of fuel, and we don’t even know where Inosanto is hiding.”  
 
    “You were able to catch my signal and to rescue me in a few hours but you can’t locate my mother?”  
 
    “It isn’t that simple, Blanche intervened.  
 
    “It isn’t that simple! It isn’t that simple!” Matilda raged.  
 
    “Calm down, we will find a solut...,” Ermessende started to say before being interrupted by Trancavel.   
 
    “We located you because the beacon your mother preciously kept was linked to the last working satellite on this damn planet. The only one we still control. Do you need more explanation about how and why? Come!”  
 
    Annoyed, he came closer to a worn electronic console which was still working perfectly. Matilda followed him with Phoebus and Blanche. Trancavel activated a screen where an ultra-realistic 3D representation of Earth appeared.  
 
    “See, this is planet Earth.” 
 
    From the tips of his fingers, he started manipulating and rotating it on itself. Then, he zoomed in its surface to get a very close view of a geographical area filled with mountains during the night.  
 
    “This is Montségur,” Trancavel added, pointing at the screen. “And here is the cave where we are. Now, look.”  
 
    He zoomed out to show the entire European-African continent, looking up at almost the two entire hemispheres. At the border of the sacred lands of Asia and South America, the image disappeared, replaced by an opaque black.  
 
    “Our satellite doesn’t allow us to go over this area. Impossible to know what there is in South America or in Eastern Africa. After those borders, we’re completely blind.”  
 
    “We know Inosanto is hiding somewhere in South America, but where? How many militiamen are part of his personal guard? Which installations does he have? Those still remain a complete mystery for us.”  
 
    “Do you mean this isn’t a holographic representation of Earth?” Matilda asked surprised.  
 
    “No, of course, no. What you’re seeing on the screen is the Earth, in real time, right now. You see, in our home, it’s night time. But, there, it’s still day time. If I zoom in, I can see what is happening in real time.”  
 
    Trancavel zoomed in Kalia as much as the satellite allowed it.  
 
    “It’s night time, but we can easily discern the lights of those houses. Everybody must be sleeping at this time.”  
 
    “Oh! The Kang Kong plantation,” Matilda whispered, pointing at the screen.  
 
    Ermessende warmly put her hand in Matilda’s back.  
 
    “Yes, that’s where we found you,” Trancavel added, pointing at a forest edge.  
 
    “So the Church is also monitoring you?” Matilda asked her.  
 
    “No,” Phoebus answered. “We’re the only one to control this satellite. Probably the last one still working. All the other ones had power failure a long time ago or were destroyed during the wars. The last ones have been completely wiped out during the great purge as Inosanto ordered it. It was the most recent geostationary military satellite for strategic observation the French military had. When we retreated her in Niaux, my brother Guiraud, who was a high-ranking general, preventively deactivated all the communication features during several months so it couldn’t be located. Thanks to his wit, we now have this strategic advantage to prepare our actions.”  
 
    “I’ve to admit, I’ve never heard of such a technology,” Matilda mourned.  
 
    “You’ve so many things to learn. We will teach you, don’t worry,” Blanche reassured her.  
 
    “Hmm! So what do we do for my mother and Paul?”  
 
    “It would be interesting to know why Inosanto wanted to capture Esclarmonde alive, despite the fact she was her fiercest opponent at this time,” Trancavel said surprised.  
 
    “Because he needs her,” Phoebus replied straight forward.  
 
    “What do you mean, need her?” Blanche asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t like this,” Phoebus answered helpless.  
 
    “This doesn’t answer my question,” Matilda interrupted them. “What will we do? You seemed to worship my mother so much, and, right now, you give up like if you consider her life is worthless.”  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, kid,” Phoebus answered, “but we don’t even have any idea where to begin. We don’t have any atomic pile for the MRU any more, and where should we start to look. She could be anywhere on Earth. We don’t even have a single clue which could give us a lead. Believe me, I regret it as much as you do, but there is nothing we can do.”  
 
    Matilda took the container out of her tunic.  
 
    “What about this. Is it a good enough clue so you decide to react?” 
 
    Phoebus slowly came closer to the device the young farmer was showing him. Stunned, he carefully took it and look at it from every angle. He quickly glanced at Trancavel who had no idea what this was about. He also came closer.  
 
    “What, what is this, father?”  
 
    “Where did you get this?” Phoebus asked her, avoiding his son’s question at the same time.  
 
    “The man in the rice field...”  
 
    Blanche immediately interrupted her. 
 
    “So, your father crossed almost half the planet to find your mother and you, so he can deliver the container, we also risked our life to get you out of troubles, and just now you understood she may not be dead, that you tell us your little secret?” 
 
    Matilda wasn’t proud any more. She looked for comfort by getting closer to Ermessende. Despite the events, with her head high, but feeling sorry inside, she took a deep breath and with a shaking voice tried to give a few explanations.   
 
    “I didn’t know you, I didn’t know if I could trust you...”  
 
    “We just saved you on the other side of the planter, and you don’t trust us?” Trancavel raged, just a few inches away from Matilda’s face.  
 
    “Enough!” Phoebus yelled, we’ve more important matters to discuss.” 
 
    He came closer to Matilda.  
 
    “Did Guilhabert say anything about this container?”  
 
    “I would like to see you speaking with a shredded shoulder and your guts spilling out in the rice field!” Matilda vehemently replied before bursting into tear on a chair behind her.  
 
    Ermessende looked at them, strongly disapproving, before reaching to their empathy.   
 
    “Try to take her position!”  
 
    Phoebus, Trancavel and Blanche instantly came around. The way they looked at each other was a reminder they should be tolerant and understanding while Matilda was lamenting.  
 
    “We’ve to find my mother back,” she said between tears. “What’s the purpose of all your expeditions and speeches to overthrow Inosanto and give back to science the place it deserves in the world, if you give up at any sight of difficulty.”   
 
    Trancavel came closer to his father.   
 
    “In your opinion, what kind of substance is in this container?”  
 
    “We will know it very fast,” Phoebus replied while looking for Ermessende.  
 
    “The code,” she let out in a low voice.  
 
    “The code?” Matilda repeated.    
 
    Phoebus took a piece of paper and a pen, then wrote the letters G.U.I.L.H.A.B.E.R.T on it. Then, he linked each letter to a number. G7, U21, I9, L12, H8, A1, B2, E5, R18, T20. After a quick mental calculation, he added in a low voice.  
 
    “One hundred and three. The result is 103.” 
 
    Everybody was sceptically staring at him.       
 
    Without answering, Phoebus grabbed the container on the side of which, there was an electronic lock requiring an alphanumeric code.  
 
    “Are you sure about what you’re doing?” Trancavel asked him, pretending to stop him from entering the number on the small keypad.  
 
    Without being disrupted, Phoebus ignored the hand lying on his forearms and went on.  
 
    “One hundred and three,” he was repeating again and again to make sure he wouldn’t forget it. 
 
    Matilda came a little closer, just next to Trancavel. Soon, Blanche and Ermessende also joined them, as anxious as the others.  
 
    “Four, the code as four digits. Zero, one, zero, three. Zero, one hundred and three. If I’m wrong everything will get destroyed,” he said febrile.  
 
    Without leaving any time to debate, he pushed on the small validation button of the fourth digit, while his fellows were looking at him, disturbed. The small container opened itself, letting out a slight low hiss and some cold vapours.  
 
    “A short time before the great purge, Guilhabert gave each of us a code that we could easily calculate based on the numerical value of the letters of our respective names. An alternate way to identify each other in case of problems without having to reveal our Cathar names,” Phoebus explained, still staring at the container. 
 
    With his forearm, Trancavel freed some space on the lab working plan for his father to be able to manipulate the device in the best possible conditions. With his two hands, he cautiously removed the two parts of aluminium alloy and lead covering a set of glass vials. He cautiously laid them on the desk. In the first one, a black granular product was slightly moving like a living substance. The second one was containing a dozen white seeds each the size of an ant egg. Phoebus was smiling with sparkling eyes when Matilda interrupted him.  
 
    “What is this? Will this help us fining my mother and Paul?” 
 
    Phoebus’s ignoring face worsened.  
 
    ‘I’ve no idea what this is, kid,” he quietly answered her.  
 
    “Maybe this is the nano-substance you told me about? You know the rumours concerning Inosanto’s immortality?”  
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” he answered. “Also, I’m afraid we will never discover it.”  
 
    “Why not?” Matilda asked worried.  
 
    “Just simply, because it’s indeed a nano-substance, but we don’t have any equipment of such a nanoscopic accuracy to analyse it,” Ermessende answered spontaneously.  
 
    “How do you know this,” Matilda asked her, intrigued.  
 
    “You’re right, we didn’t get a lot of time for a proper introduction,” Ermessende replied before being interrupted by Phoebus.  
 
    “Ermessende is our university director.” 
 
    Matilda started looking differently and intrigued at her above neighbour. She added more.  
 
    “Nevertheless, if this substance is what we believe, we’ve to do everything we can to identify it and understand its mechanisms. This could be our best opportunity to overthrow Inosanto,” she declared, in particular for Phoebus’ attention.  
 
    “And to find my mother and Paul!” Matilda reminded, a bit annoyed.  
 
    “And to get your family back,” Ermessende added for her young protégé.   
 
    Phoebus didn’t answer anything. Fascinated, absorbed by the substance oddity, he was calmly observing it while manipulating it like an hourglass, turning the vial back and forth, probably hoping to reveal all its secrets.  
 
    “Father?” Trancavel interrupted him.  
 
    “Hmm! Yes?” The old patriarch finally reacted.  
 
    Ermessende added.  
 
    “We must get an STM and an AFM...”  
 
    “Get what?” Matilda interrupted him.  
 
    “The first is a scanning tunnelling microscope and the second one is an atomic force microscope,” Phoebus replied spontaneously.  
 
    “And what about those seeds?” Blanche intervened.  
 
    “I will personally take care of analysing them,” Phoebus immediately retorted to her.  
 
    “If you need...”  
 
    “I take care of it, Ermessende,” he interrupted her again.  
 
    “That’s fine, but where can we find that equipment? All the labs we know have been ransacked,” Trancavel added.  
 
    “In Tokyo,” Ermessende answered.  
 
    “Tokyo? Where is that?” Matilda asked.  
 
    “In Japan,” Blanche answered.  
 
    “In Japan?” Matilda insisted.  
 
    “Far, very far,” Trancavel filled in straight forward.  
 
    “Indeed,” Ermessende added. “Remember, this is the only place on Earth, where the Milicia Christi couldn’t go during the great purge.”  
 
    “And why so?” Matilda asked, as she obviously had no knowledge about the events which happened before she was born.  
 
    Phoebus signalled to Ermessende he wished to answer and she didn’t object.  
 
    “Before Inosanto’s inquisition in the entire world, Japan witnessed a terrible nuclear catastrophe in one plant being dismantled. Tokyo, which was then Japan’s capital city, was evacuated in emergency. Unfortunately, not fast enough. Hundreds thousand people died because of the radioactivity and the whole country was pronounced a contaminated land with formal prohibition to go there.”  
 
    “Inosanto seized the opportunity provided by the accident to one incriminate, one more time, science and human madness. The world public opinion which was already largely following him, didn’t have any problem if he started the great purge he had been speaking about for years during his preaches,” Ermessende filled in.  
 
    “The only good part is the Milicia Christi was never able to venture in Japan, so there may still be some pristine equipment in some labs,” Phoebus added.  
 
    “This is exactly the idea I had in mind,” Ermessende concluded.  
 
    “All right, all this sounds good, but we still have a small problem,” Trancavel stood.  
 
    “We need an atomic pile for the MRU, or we won’t go very far,” Blanche prophesied.  
 
    “Are you reading my mind now?” He laughed about Blanche. “Not to mention some piles for domestic uses for the biometric chips,” he added.  
 
    “What’s the link?” Matilda asked.  
 
    “Do you really think the undertakers provide us some chips without any benefits?” Blanche revealed to her.   
 
    Phoebus was observing the substance he was still manipulating, fascinated. According to his focused face, everybody guessed he was starting to plan a strategy in his mind. What he was thinking as whimsical a few minutes earlier, started to sound possible, and carried on by what Matilda would have defined as religious faith, he decided.  
 
    “Trancavel, Blanche,” he interrupted them, “set up a big military operation to get us some atomic piles and enough weapons to fight all the Milicia Christi in the world. Ermessende, gather all the information we’ve about the labs in Tokyo so we can plan our future expedition.”  
 
    While looking at the vial he was jealously holding in his hand, he then filled in.  
 
    “Guilhabert, my old buddy, you gave your life so we could get this vial, we will honour our Kathar oath and we will fight until the end.”  
 
    Everybody was looking at him, smiling, feeling their impatience to fight in their guts and the Kathar oath in their heart.   
 
    “And me, what do I do?” Matilda stood, breaking the ongoing collective catharsis.  
 
    Phoebus, surprised, let a circumstantial “Uhh!,” escaped.  
 
    “Right,” she laughed, “I won’t just stay here, eating steamed worms in this rat hole when you’re all going to do tourism in the contaminated regions!”  
 
    “Ahh! You don’t lack spirit,” Ermessende answered her, amused from the young woman’s unexpected tirade.  
 
    “I still remind you, we’re speaking about my mother and my fiancé.” 
 
    Ermessende looked at Phoebus, interrogative. Trancavel and Blanche, also amused by Matilda’s self-willed reaction, looked at their elder. Finally, Phoebus signalled Ermessende to answer.  
 
    “My dear,, if you want to come with us, you’ve no other choice, you need to become a Kathar yourself.”  
 
    “Me? A Kathar?” Matilda asked surprised.  
 
    “Exactly, a Kathar!”  
 
    Matilda looked up, toward the sky, in silence.  
 
    What more can I lose? Is this what you want from me? Is this the destiny you’ve chosen for me?  
 
    While everybody was waiting for her answer, as usual, she took a deep breath and answered.    
 
    “Then, let’s do the consolamentum!” 
 
    Everybody laughed strongly. Trancavel slapped Blanche’s back who withstood it without any reaction. Phoebus and Ermessende, a bit more discreet, were still laughing about the incongruous answer of their young host.  
 
    “What?” Matilda stood, as she didn’t understand why everybody laughed. 
 
    Ermessende put herself together and tried to give an explanation.  
 
    “My dear child, it isn’t that simple. First, you’ve to undertake a military and scientific training, then you’ll have to choose your Cathar name and learn by heart the history of the person you will bear the name. At this time only, you’ll be ready to get the consolamentum.”  
 
    “Hmm! Now I understand better your mockeries,” Matilda laughed.  
 
    “So?” Phoebus asked her.  
 
    “So what?”  
 
    “Are you ready to follow the step of your mother and to become a true Kathar? Are you ready to fight against the man you’ve always worshipped?”  
 
    Matilda stared at him directly in the yes with a serious face and simply answered.  
 
    “If this is God’s wish, then it should be.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ... There is hope. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dubious, Esclarmonde got closer to the double door which was already starting to get slowly opened without any noise. Was this Matilda? Or Paul? Her heart couldn’t bear any more the deep and terrible intuition hammering her, she was going to face a much greater danger. Her blindness was as strong as the stress she had been filled with since she woke up in this improbable heaven. Was she hearing the noise of a stick? It was sounding much like it. The full-opened door was leading to a corridor more than thirteen feet wide. Neither Matilda, nor Paul. Only the noise of the stick hitting the floor. She cautiously got closer. The idea of running away from this unknown and oppressing place crossed her mind for a second. While she was hesitating about stepping closer to the exit, a bent and hooded person, walking with the support of a magnificent stick engraved with biblical persons and many animals, faced her.  
 
    Inosanto! 
 
    He really rejoiced from removing his hood in front of her, exposing the stigmata he had agreed upon in exchange for eternity. His nostrils were filled with two thin oxygen tubes probably connected to a device hidden in his religious toga. Esclarmonde gagged. She instantly stepped back.  
 
    “Don’t be scared,” her unexpected host immediately appeased her.  
 
    As soon as he said those words, he got a very heavy loose cough. Esclarmonde took one more step backward.  
 
    “I personally came to welcome you. We’ve many things to speak about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
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