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      And I lay dreaming in the halls of the Ice King.


      I lay there for a thousand years, and yet only a few


      blinks of the eye. Time flowed past me,


      clear as water, but sluggish as molasses.


      Again and again, I thought I saw the Lord of the Halls. But the Ice King eluded my gaze. He was never more than a shadow in the halls, watching


      out of the corner of your eye, like a faint clearing of the throat


      on the verge of perception.


      But I felt, no, I knew that his gaze was on me during my sleep and my dream and throughout my life so far.


      From “Take Your Dreams Seriously,”


      unpublished manuscript, Terrania

    

  

  
    
      1.


      In the Halls of the Ice King


      Snowman, January 4, 2037




      Perry Rhodan had opened his helmet. Cold, foggy plumes formed in front of his face as he exhaled. His eyes watered. He swallowed, then cleared his throat. His voice still sounded scratchy.


      “Why?”


      He let his gaze wander. These icy caverns were marvels. Beneath the surface of Snowman, there must have been thousands and thousands of these caves, formed as the planet’s ice expanded, moved, and worked—whenever the planet approached the sun Beta-Albireo on its eccentric orbit. In addition, there were other factors, because every volcanic activity, every planetoid impact changed the fragile structure of Snowman, creating new passages and burying others.


      The sight was fascinating. The light was refracted on the ice surfaces and reflected back. Small wisps of light seemed to bend around various corners; some surfaces looked like antique mirrors, suggesting that the world behind them was different from the world in front of them.


      Rhodan vividly recalled a historical documentary about Eastern Europe behind the Iron Curtain, a few decades ago, in the second half of the last century. At that time, workers had carved a cathedral from salt. Down there, deep in the salt mine, they had held their services, while on the surface the practice of religion was forbidden. That’s how they must have felt back then: trapped in silence, deep in the glitter of ice or salt.


      Thora looked around. The Arkonide had not opened her helmet, but her hands kept closing and opening. The view hadn’t left her untouched either.


      Gucky had his hands on his hips; he seemed tense. He looked at the spot in the ice to which Rhodan’s gaze was drawn again and again.


      There was terror on Mildred Orsons’s face. Her eyes were closed, her cheeks a little flushed, as if she had just been complimented. But her posture expressed only one thing: fear.


      Nevertheless, she reminded Rhodan of Snow White in her glass coffin. And they stood before it in mourning, thinking of that cheerful being who had so upset their lives in the last few days. Rhodan painfully realized that this was not a fairy tale. They were not in a story by the Brothers Grimm, in which a young prince rides around the corner, jumps off his horse, and then crosses the hedge of roses that separates him from the princess.


      The only prince who could have saved Mildred was lying next to her in the ice. They had clung to each other in the fear of death, hugging each other tightly. Nevertheless, Julian Tifflor’s face radiated that serenity that is rarely found in the dead. Rhodan had seen many beings die in recent weeks, both human and alien alike. Very few had received death as a gift that relieved them of pain and suffering. Most had resisted death, which tore them from a life that they felt was not yet complete.


      Is that what I wanted when I dreamed of the stars? Rhodan knew very well that it had been his example that had torn these young people from their previous lives. As if an entire generation—no, a whole group of people of all ages, backgrounds, and social positions had set out for the triggering “up to the stars!” which had taken shape through Perry Rhodan. They had come from all parts of the Earth to gather under the flag of a united humanity. Mildred and Julian had been among those in which the fire burned brightest. They were young and the symbol of a renewed humanity that had taken up the cause of carrying this youthful enthusiasm to the stars.


      Without me, they would never have done it, Rhodan thought. He remembered the feat that Timothy, Julian, and Mildred must have accomplished in going out into space. The cosmic fate that had befallen Timothy in the form of a mysterious orb made of pure energy.


      He heard a clearing of his throat. Thora’s voice sounded sad, but she was in control.


      “They seem so alive...”


      “The battlesuits hide everything except her face. The upright posture and their gaze give the impression that they were sleeping, perhaps even dreaming. But this is just a pantry for predators.” Rhodan coughed to stabilize his shaky voice. “The predators have an interest in keeping their victims fresh for a long time.”


      Gucky spoke up: “I find that less gruesome than the idea that they are so badly damaged that you can no longer recognize them.”


      “What are we going to do with them now?” asked Thora.


      “It will be difficult to free their bodies from the ice. As grotesque as this may sound, here they are safe from the ravages of time. At some point, we should take care of them. Then we’ll come back and build something here to remember them forever, so that...”


      “Wait a minute!” Gucky’s exclamation interrupted Rhodan’s deliberations.


      “What is it?”


      “Perry, I don’t know how to explain it. But I feel something in the two of them. It’s as if their brains are still active.” Gucky hesitated for a moment. “It’s as if they were actually dreaming.”


      Rhodan didn’t know if he could trust Gucky’s perception. Everything was so unreal down here that even the mutant might have fallen victim to memories of fairy tales about sleeping princesses. Nonsense, he admonished himself. His culture will not have produced anyone who collected fairy tales about princesses and dwarfs.


      “Are you sure?” He turned to Gucky.


      Meanwhile, Thora also inspected the two bodies trapped in the ice up close. “Rhodan...” She faltered briefly. “I think Mildred is blinking.”


      Rhodan stepped beside her. With his gloved hand, he wiped the surface of the ice to get a better look at Mildred’s body. After a while, he realized that Thora was right. As if in slow motion, Mildred’s eyelids closed, only to open again just as slowly.


      “I see it too, Thora,” Rhodan confirmed.


      “Their thoughts are slow. They are barely perceivable. I can’t see any clear images.” Gucky thought for a moment and formulated a suitable explanation for what he felt in his mind: “It’s as if I’m feeling my way into a big room. This room is full of images and memories, but they are shrouded in a fog. I can only catch a clear view from time to time. I’ve experienced something like this before: they’re dreaming. But they’re dreaming at a speed far below what I normally encounter.”


      “That means that the predators don’t kill their victims, but store them to keep them fresh,” Rhodan said. “This gives us a chance to save them.”


      Thora interrupted his deliberations. “Rhodan, are you sure we’re doing them a favor by freeing them now? We don’t even know how to get them out of the ice. And once we have freed them, what do we do so that they do not fall victim to the cold? Maybe we’ll get them out of their icy shell and leave them to freeze to death shortly afterwards?”


      Rhodan thought for a moment. “There are too many factors we can’t assess. Is this chamber stable? The blanket actually looks sturdy, but that doesn’t say anything about how long it will last. The two are still alive, but we can’t leave anyone behind to supervise them. We can’t be sure they’ll be safe from predators or other misfortunes. And we don’t know if their bodies are strong enough to keep them alive here for hours, days, or even weeks.”


      He remembered the things he had been taught in the academy about cold and its effect on the human organism.


      “At some point, the hypothermia is so severe that the brain is affected. Hopefully, the battlesuits will still ensure that their skin and organs are not badly damaged.” He hesitated. “Gucky says they’re dreaming, so there’s hope that we’ll get them out of the ice alive and in possession of their faculties. Who knows if this will be possible in the future. I don’t want to blame myself for leaving someone behind. With us, we can face fate together. If we leave them here alone, we’ll be shirking our responsibility.”


      Thora was silent for a moment. “You’re right. But how are we going to get them out of the ice?”


      “With the thermal guns.”


      Thora drew her gun and glanced at the energy gauge. “That could work. But the amount of heat it gives off is a matter of luck. These are weapons, not tools.”


      Rhodan now also had a thermal gun in his hand. “That’s right, Thora. If we set the weapons too high, we’ll kill them. Too low and they may wake up from their rigidity and get hurt because their metabolism returns to normal speed while still being trapped in the ice.”


      “I could free them if you’ve removed enough of the ice sheet with the guns,” Gucky suggested.


      “Thank you for the offer. But I think we’ll save your gifts for emergencies.” Before Gucky could object, Rhodan assigned him another task: “Those predators hunt in packs. This is one of their dwellings. So when they appear here, there will be several at once. And anyone who gets caught will be put into a deep sleep by their venom and unable to continue fighting. Gucky, I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to protect us from this danger! Keep an eye out for the animals whose home we’re looting. I don’t think they’ll be in a very good mood when they find us here. And I don’t want to have to worry about any other danger while we’re busy chiseling our friends out of the ice.”


      “All right.” Gucky turned around and took a few steps towards the entrance.


      Rhodan looked at Thora, who was holding her thermal gun in her hand, waiting. “One first, or do we want to start at the same time?”


      Thora looked at the icy surface. “They’re frozen close to each other. It will therefore be unavoidable to liberate one without warming up the other, so we should be working at the same time. That increases the chance of getting them out of the ice at the same time.”


      Rhodan calmly inhaled and exhaled to concentrate. He knew that he had to work with the utmost precision over the next few minutes so as not to endanger the two people in the ice.


      “Thora, I’m ready.”


      “Me too.”


      Both lifted their thermal guns and directed the weak beams against the ice wall. The surface lost its reflective character, then water flowed down in small streams. At the foot of the wall and around the boots of the two, small lakes formed, then an icy pool, the surface of which broke and formed a thousand hair-thin cracks when one of the two moved and shifted their weight to a new location.


      The sweat ran down Rhodan’s forehead in streams. He and Thora had opened their helmets to get a better view of the two bodies in the ice. Initially, they had tried to cut them out in one piece, but it soon became clear that it would be better if they heated the surface of the ice piece by piece in ascending and descending sweeps, so that layer by layer was removed from the front.


      “Thora, I’m almost done. What about you?”


      The Arkonide paused for a moment, then compared her success in exposing Mildred’s body to Rhodan’s attempt to cautiously approach Julian’s body. “Similar to you. I think we’ll both find out in the next two or three minutes whether our strategy has been successful...”


      Or whether the pair will not survive or in what state, Rhodan completed her reflections in his mind. He knew how quickly irreparable brain damage could occur.


      Suddenly, they heard Gucky’s voice in their helmets. “Get going, you two! They’re slowly waking up...and they’re damn cold.”




      Is death the end of all dreams?


      Is the dream the end of death?


      From “Take Your Dreams Seriously,”


      unpublished manuscript, Terrania

    

  

  
    
      2.


      In the Hangar


      Keat’ark, January 4, 2037




      A murderous burn ran through my left hip. I clenched my jaws so as not to scream loudly. Then I looked down at myself. My battlesuit was tattered on the side. What I saw looked like a mass of blood, skin, flesh and remnants of suits that had merged into an unsightly pile of minced meat with textile.


      The pain was almost unbearable.


      Where am I?


      I tried to straighten up a little to get a better view of my environment. Immediately, hot pain shot through my leg. In addition, there was a stinging in my guts, as if someone had stabbed my stomach with a fork and then turned it in circles. The air was whistling from my lungs, the taste of blood spread in my mouth. I had bitten myself in the cheek so as not to scream loudly.


      Sweat came to my forehead. My hands twitched, cramped, and twitched again. Breathe calmly. Breathe calmly. The flaming circles in front of my eyes dissipated, the pain was still present, but wandered into a small room in the background of my consciousness. I locked the room and kept the pain at the bottom so as not to think about it all the time.


      You’ve survived worse. You completed astronaut training. You have learned to deal with pain.


      I inhaled and exhaled calmly. On and off. My gaze cleared.


      Where am I? And how did I get here? Images appeared in my mind. Slowly, my memory cleared; the individual pictures lined up to form a chronological sequence. The crash of the Tosoma. The injury and my decision not to tell Rhodan and the others about it. I didn’t want them to have to be considerate of me. A stupid idea...no less stupid than the idea of covering the escape of others. How could I mess with Naats and robots? As if it wasn’t enough to be injured in the hands of the enemy.


      Did it do any good? Did Perry’s squad escape? And if they were able to escape, what became of them?


      I laboriously remembered the moments before my misfire.


      I probably fainted from the pain.


      Again, I tried to sense my environment. My head was still foggy. What I saw looked familiar to me: steel walls bordering a huge hall. Large gates, hermetically sealed. Further entrances on the sides of the hall. They probably led to the interior of the building. I recognized Arkonide symbols on the walls. There were markings on the ground, not unlike those that marked the positions of the anchored aircraft on aircraft carriers. I corrected myself: the whole thing seemed like a huge hangar, a hangar on a spaceship, not like part of a building on some planet. Judging by the size of the hangar, it was an Arkonide battleship.


      I saw different beings in the hangar. Some were Arkonide robots. Their tasks were not all clear to me; some of them seemed to be on guard, some were entrusted with repair and maintenance tasks.


      Injured people were scattered all over the room, apparently survivors of the conflict over the planet Snowman. I searched for order in the chaos, but I didn’t see a system in which the injured were lined up. People should have been setting up an emergency medical unit. There should have been rows of cots lined up to allow for quick care and short distances between patients. Here, however, there was no system, only chaotically arranged groups of injured people. Several teams moved between these groups.


      I felt the heat in my hips again. I focused on the painful fireball in my body, carefully took it in my hands, and mentally rolled it down a basement staircase. Just before impact, a door opened in my mind and the fireball of pain rolled into the room to join my other sensations. I immediately closed the door behind it.


      Breathe calmly! I told myself.


      I shook off the lightheadedness. Calmly, I looked at the teams moving through the room. They always consisted of a robot, an Arkonide, and a giant creature with three eyes, a mouth like a canary, and a three-limbed hand. On Tosoma’s bridge, I had witnessed the conversation between Perry Rhodan and Novaal, the leader of the giants.


      They’re called Naats, I remembered. It had to be these monsters that were on the road as a team. They didn’t look like doctors, and why did an Arkonide need protection other than a robot?


      Someone gasped. To my left, a woman had tried to sit up as well. She had sunk back and pressed her hands to her sides, breathing heavily.


      I took a quick look around. No one glanced in my direction. It was three or four meters to the woman. I gritted my teeth, half straightened up, and hopped over on my good leg in three jumps. With every movement, it felt like my spine was breaking. Tears welled up in my eyes. My hip was bleeding again, which I could tell from the fact that warm liquid was running down my side.


      I let myself fall exhausted on the floor next to the woman. She looked at me wide-eyed.


      “You’re Reginald Bull!”


      Her uniform was stained and her boots had burn marks. A pretty woman, but not very beautiful; petite, quite young, with short-cropped blonde hair. But for now, she was all the company I needed and wanted. So I tried to smile.


      “You guessed right! It’s nice that people seem to know me everywhere in the Milky Way.”


      She smiled. But immediately a tremor swept over her face. Her neck muscles twitched rhythmically; her right eye winked uncontrollably. I was frightened. She was seriously injured. I looked at her again. The twitching of her neck had stopped, but her eye was still blinking. She dared to smile, tired.


      I’m not a doctor. It could be anything—a nerve disorder, brain damage. Where are the med robots?


      Carefully, I reached out my right hand and touched her warm, almost feverish cheek. For a moment, she snuggled into the palm of my hand, seeking my body heat. Then I gently withdrew.


      I need to keep her conscious until she can be treated.


      “Since you have the advantage of knowing my name, but I don’t know who you are, why don’t you tell me?”


      She smiled a little. A beautiful smile that distracted from her twitching eye for a moment. “A beautiful, excellently turned sentence,” she said, breathing heavily. “My name is Felicita Kergonen.”


      I changed positions in order to talk to her in a more relaxed way. I made it up a bit without any problems, but on the way back...the last movement to bring my butt to the ground brought out that sharp pain in my hip that I had almost learned to ignore. I suppressed an anguished expression and took a seat next to her again.


      “No one seems to have noticed that I sat down with you,” I said after catching my breath. “So there is no ban on flirting between injured people on Arkonide spaceships...”


      She smiled again, that smile that made me forget where I was and how I felt. “Thank you, Mr. Bull. You are very kind.”


      “Please, my name is Reginald or Reg. I don’t think this is the place for formalities.”


      “Thank you!” she replied again. She swallowed. “What will become of us?”


      I tried to calm her down. “We’re aboard an Arkonide spaceship. The Arkonides have developed a medicine that is far superior to anything we have on Earth. And you don’t conquer a great empire in space if you haven’t learned to abide by the basic rules of some kind of galactic order of warfare. Whoever dies in battle, okay, that’s a risk in a confrontation. But then you take care of the injured, and in the end you exchange the prisoners in a very civilized way.” I radiated an optimism that I didn’t feel myself, but for now it was the straw she was clinging to.


      “And you...” Felicita faltered. She immediately improved. “And you really think that the strangers will help us?”


      Again, I carefully placed my palm against her cheek. “They will help you and me. Definitely.” Slowly, I took my hand back. Her cheek burned. She had a high fever. Hopefully the strange system of inspecting the injured would lead a team of three to us sooner rather than later.


      Where was the next team? After a while, I noticed a pattern in their movements. But whenever I thought I understood which group of injured people would be inspected next, there was a new movement, just as a knight in chess moved, suddenly two rows up and one place to the side. The number of groups that had not yet been visited became smaller. And two teams moved more or less purposefully in our direction. I could only hope that Felicita would hold out until then.


      She needs to stay awake!


      “Where are you from?” I asked her.


      She looked at me in surprise but didn’t say a word.


      “Hey, this is the ideal place for a little flirtation,” I tried again. “And when else is a man like me in a position where a beautiful woman can’t escape me?” With a wide wave of my arm, I included the spaceship’s hangar hall in my explanation.


      But I was successful with my peculiar attempt at flirting: the hint of an enchanting smile swept across her face.


      “I was born in 2011,” she replied. “I’ll be twenty-six the month after next. Over a hundred years ago, my paternal ancestors came to the United States from Bordeaux. Hence the family name. My mother is a biologist; my father works as a beekeeper.” She laughed. “I know that beekeeping is not exactly a profession that makes a child want to fly to the stars. When my father was asked why he became a beekeeper, he always said that a profession that was good enough for the aging Sherlock Holmes must also be good enough for a Kergonen.”


      I had to laugh too. “And how did Sherlock Holmes’s daughter get into space?”


      “As I said, my mother is a biologist. I learned a lot from her, long before I decided to study this profession. And space suddenly opened up a field for me where I could engage in biology without always competing with my mother.”


      I smiled. “Well, it wasn’t so easy at home for me either.” But before I got around to analyzing the domestic circumstances of the Bull family, a shadow fell over us.


      From my sitting position, the Naat looked even more threatening. The giant was certainly three meters tall and stocky. His legs were almost twice as wide as mine, and my legs weren’t insignificant. The world that had produced this fairy-tale giant incarnate had to have a significantly higher gravity than Earth.


      But the face was even more alien than his physique. The head looked like a ball covered with black leather. The three eyes were not evenly distributed around the head, but formed a triangle on the forehead, as if the top eye controlled the two lower ones. A nose was missing, but the Naats had openings above their lipless mouths, which probably served to breathe.


      The clothing was a plain uniform. The black and silver colors went well with the leathery face. The right side was decorated with three rows of colored symbols, which apparently represented rank and unity.


      The Naat was the only creature in the team of three. The Arkonide turned out to be a robot, except that, unlike the combat robot next to him, it was outwardly imitating a living creature. This was probably done to make the injured feel like they were being treated by a sentient, humanoid being, but after looking at the combat robot and the Naat, it was clear to me that this would not work for either of us. The group of three seemed too threatening, too strange.


      The Naat looked not only strange, but also dangerous. If I could have walked, I would have made sure that I got away from there as quickly as possible, just to escape the presence of the giant. I blamed my fear on the exertion of the last few days and the oppressive atmosphere in the hangar.


      That’s exactly what it was: fear. The Naat was so different that there was a part of my brain that immediately switched back to a mode that had probably saved the cavemen from being eaten by saber-toothed tigers, because they would have approached them too curiously without that fear.


      The robot began Felicita’s examination. To do this, it ran its right arm over her body. From the part which was supposed to correspond to a hand, it extended six or seven small devices, which x-rayed Felicita from a distance from the inside and outside according to all the rules of Arkonide medicine. Finally, the lights on the small devices stopped flashing frantically.


      “And?” the Naat turned to the robot.


      “The patient corresponds to the type of an Arkonide descendant with gradual changes from the base type Mar-Vin,” it replied in a clearly artificially modulated voice; the machine spoke Arkonide, as did the Naat, and I understood. “Severe internal injuries. Concussion. Increased temperature. The liver, kidneys, and one lung are damaged. Several complicated bone fractures.”


      I was shocked. Felicita was worse off than she wanted to fool me into thinking with her chitchat.


      The Naat’s face showed no emotion as he turned to the robot with his next question. “Is restoration possible?”


      Restoration. I shuddered. As if Felicita were an object, not a sentient, thinking being.


      The robot answered the question matter-of-factly: “Recovery is possible to a limited extent. But agility will remain below the default.”


      I sighed inwardly. A cure was possible. I didn’t want to worry about the word “limited.”


      “How long do you estimate for a restoration?”


      The robot also answered the Naat’s question with an unfeeling answer. “Ten to twelve days.”


      Relief came over me. Felicita would live. The Naat knelt in front of her until he was at eye level. She tried to crawl away from him, but the giant in front of her pinned her firmly to the ground with one of his three-fingered hands on her left lower leg.


      “Please, don’t hurt me,” she whimpered.


      I wanted to move over to help her, but a movement of the Naat with his free left hand threw me back half a meter. Immediately, fiery pain shot through my hip again.


      The Naat hadn’t looked at me at all and was still talking to Felicita. “Woman,” he said in a surprisingly soft voice. “I assure you of my respect. But the law of life demands that you die.”


      I faltered. My heart was beating hard. My throat tightened, my mouth tasted like bile. The law of life demands that you die. I wanted to sit up, I wanted to pounce on the Naat. I didn’t care what my chances were; nothing could happen to Felicita. I screamed as I leaned on my knee. The Naat paid no attention to me.


      Felicita begged for mercy. “Please, don’t hurt me. I haven’t done anything to you!”


      The Naat hesitated. Would her pleas succeed? Was there such a thing as human emotions in this giant—pity, perhaps? But in a flash, his free hand shot forward. He gripped her neck and broke it with a flowing, effortless movement.


      I wanted to pounce on him. The Naat didn’t even turn around. His hand hit my head. I lost consciousness. The last thing I remembered was Felicita’s head, dangling from her neck like a broken doll.


      She would never smile again.




      Even if death visits me one day


      and demands the price for the fact that I was born...


      Even at this moment, I’ll know


      that my life was fulfilled,


      because I’ve seen things that are in front of me


      no mortal has seen.


      From “Take Your Dreams Seriously,”


      unpublished manuscript, Terrania

    

  

  
    
      3.


      The Man Who Came In from the Cold


      Snowman




      At first, it was just a feeling like waking up from a long dream. Julian Tifflor felt as if he had attended a long party yesterday. Now he was lying in his bed, the warm blanket pulled around him like the arms of a loving woman. He still thought he could smell her, her touch on his skin.


      But he had probably forgotten to close the window the night before. A cold breeze blew in, making him shudder. Goose bumps formed on his forearms. He wanted to pull the blanket tighter around him, but somehow he had gotten his arms tangled in the bedding, because he couldn’t move a millimeter.


      He tried again to stir a little. But he was trapped on all sides, as if a cold cocoon were winding tightly around his body. With difficulty, he opened his eyes but immediately closed them again. The blindingly bright light was too much. He blinked a few times. Tears formed in his eyes.


      Everything in front of him was distorted, as if he were looking through frosted glass. It took him a while to realize where this effect came from: he was in a battlesuit. And in front of the visor was something that obstructed his vision. Like smoky glass through which he saw a person pointing a gun at him.


      And this cold. His teeth chattered without him being able to stop the movement. He was cold. So cold. Everything in him was pushing to move back into the embrace of sleep. But he knew that he would not wake up from its embrace.


      Where am I? What’s going on?


      He forced himself to remain conscious and continued to observe his environment curiously.




      “I’ve almost freed Mildred.” Thora’s voice sounded pressed.


      “Julian is also almost free too. He just opened his eyes, then closed them again. So he’s conscious, fortunately.”


      Focused, the two continued to work. Then Rhodan put the gun back. “We have to do the rest without the thermal guns. It’s too dangerous.”


      He began to release Julian from the ice. Thora did the same. She, too, had put the gun away and was working with her hands on Mildred.


      It took only a few moments, then Mildred and Julian supported the efforts of their liberators. Julian managed to raise an arm and help Rhodan free his battlesuit from the ice. Shortly thereafter, Mildred followed his example.


      Rhodan waited until he had removed enough ice to get a secure grip on Julian’s battlesuit. He got down on his knees and gently embraced the young man by his waist. Julian understood what Rhodan was up to. He gently pushed himself out of the ice with both hands while Rhodan supported the movement by gently pulling him forward. Initially, the movement was slow, as if the ice did not want to release the body. Then Julian broke away with a jerk. Rhodan was able to catch him just before the boy, weakened, sank to his knees in front of him.


      Rhodan held Julian’s torso upright. After a few frantic breaths, Julian made an effort to sit up. Rhodan helped him with this, directing him to the opposite wall, where he could leave him in a comfortable sitting position. His concern was now Mildred. But Thora had already put Mildred’s right arm around her shoulders and led the weakened woman next to Julian.


      Rhodan spoke to Julian sharply in a military tone. “Julian Tifflor! Do you know where you are?”


      The young man was torn from his daze. “Perry Rhodan. You were the last person I expected. What about the others?”


      Rhodan pointed over to Mildred. “We only found the two of you.”


      Julian paused. “Humpry. Klaus. Felicita. Where are they?”


      “Friends of yours?”


      “Yes...” Julian groaned. “Humpry Hifield, Klaus Eberhardt, and Felicita Kergonen. We fought our way out of the burning Tosoma together and then the ice... Suddenly, they were gone!”


      “I’m sorry,” Rhodan replied. “They’re not here. Again, we only found the two of you.”


      Julian gathered all his strength. “They must still be somewhere in the ice. Look for them. Please!”


      Rhodan looked over at Thora. She was busy quietly talking to Mildred, who was also conscious and responsive. Rhodan sighed with relief. He had already imagined what it would be like to save the two youths but only have freed their bodies because their minds were irreparably damaged.


      “I’m going to ask Gucky to scan the room again for thoughts. But first I need to know how you got here.”


      “But—” Julian objected.


      “Julian, you’ve been trapped in the ice for a long time. I’ll only let you sit here alone to take over from Gucky at the entrance when I’m sure you’re awake, mentally clear, and reasonably warm.” He took a step back and held out a hand in a helpful way. “Can you stand?”


      Julian pushed his back up the wall until he was able to pull his knees out from under him. He declined Rhodan’s help, carefully straightening up under his own power. Then he stood—pale and trembling, but he stood.


      “I’m well enough to be left alone for a moment,” he insisted. “Please—the others!”


      Rhodan looked at Julian for a moment. It was clear to him that the boy was not doing well. But he would hold out so that Rhodan had time to search for his lost companions. The astronaut’s gaze fell on Thora. She looked over at him and gave him a thumbs-up.


      Also something that she has taken from humans.


      Reassured, Rhodan went to the cave entrance. When Gucky saw him coming, he gave a parody of a military salute.


      “It’s all right here!”


      But for a creature that looked more like a beaver than a space soldier, this greeting seemed inappropriate. Rhodan remembered the beaver family from the Narnia novels by C. S. Lewis. In a world where many animals could speak, Gucky would hardly attract attention, but among humans he would probably never make a believable space soldier.


      “How are they doing?” Gucky continued.


      Rhodan looked at him skeptically. “You didn’t follow what happened in our minds?”


      Gucky sighed. “Too...strenuous. I long for warmth, for sleep, for food. So I’m trying to preserve my strength.”


      Rhodan nodded. In a few words, he informed him of the events during the liberation operation.


      “And Julian is hopeful for his companions?”


      “Yes, Gucky. We can’t see well in the cave. Due to the melting of the ice layer around them, a new layer has formed everywhere on the surface when it froze again, which is almost opaque. We need your gifts.”


      Gucky sighed. “And you’re staying here?”


      “I’ll keep watch,” Rhodan promised.


      The Ilt nodded again, then disappeared inside the cave. Rhodan walked up and down to keep an eye on the entrance area as much as possible. When Gucky’s voice finally sounded in his helmet, he was delighted.


      “Hey, I’ve got something here.”


      “Who is it?” Julian’s voice was full of hope, but also full of fear that he would now know which of his friends had survived and which had not.


      “Here...in the ice,” said Gucky. “It’s the beard. He’s still alive; I can feel it!”




      We are born to die. We don’t know


      what was before birth, and do not know,


      what comes after death.


      Why, then, do we only puzzle over the end of life


      instead of about its beginning?


      From “Take Your Dreams Seriously,”


      unpublished manuscript, Terrania

    

  

  
    
      4.


      The Fruit of Distraction


      The Web




      Tatiana Michalovna fiddled with her cloak. “I look ridiculous.”


      Anne Sloane scrutinized the petite telepath from top to bottom. Then she raised her hand and stroked the velvet fabric. She took a step back and took another longer look at Tatiana. “It’s not exactly flattering, I admit. But it’s not ridiculous.”


      Tatiana raised her eyebrows as she looked at herself in the mirror. “I think it’s ridiculous and not at all flattering. I don’t really know what to do with it.”


      At that moment, Crest da Zoltral entered the room. The Arkonide had taken over the leadership of the small group in the last few days. Together they had explored the Web, the space station of the Mehandor, which orbited the ice world of Snowman. When a group of ships from the Arkonide Empire had suddenly approached the station and demanded the surrender of the Tosoma, Perry Rhodan had not complied. A fight ensued, in the course of which the Tosoma was shot down.


      Anyone else would have been broken by not knowing what had become of Rhodan and Thora. But not Crest. His cell activator probably also improved his psychological stability.


      Many crew members had remained on the Web when the Tosoma had been forced to cast off, but only Crest and his two companions had managed to hide from their captors. Tatiana, who had spent a lot of time with Crest, hardly recognized the old man. He was filled with an energy she couldn’t explain. Maybe it was only because of the strange device that he never parted with. Tatiana had even watched him enter the cleaning cell almost naked two days ago—almost naked, because he was still clutching it in his hand.


      “Ladies,” Crest opened the conversation, “I don’t think it matters whether Tatiana looks good in a D’linga’s wedding dress or not. It is important to note that women there are required to cover half of their face and body in colorful fabrics for the last nine days before the wedding. After all, it solves our problem of how to bring Tatiana to a place where she can use her gifts without being recognized.”


      Then Crest turned to Anne. “And we’ll find something for you, too, that’s as colorful as it is concealing.”


      “A second wedding dress,” Anne suggested.


      “No,” Crest replied. “A bride and otherwise just a companion. These are the laws of the D’linga, if I can trust the information we have drawn from the Web’s data network. That’s what it said there, and that’s how we should do it. If you want to check, all you have to do is call up the data at the point that I read from myself. The best camouflage is always to stick to things that really exist.”


      “And what does that mean to me?” Anne asked the old Arkonide.


      “Well...” Crest thought for a moment. “No second dress. But a little makeup to adjust your skin tone. We should do something about the hair, then you will be more or less inconspicuous.”


      “But isn’t the whole Web looking for us?” Anne sounded skeptical.


      “Yes and no,” replied the Arkonide. “The whole Web is being searched for a group of three people who have so far escaped the authorities. They’re looking for an ancient Arkonide...” He pointed to himself. “...and two female humans.” He then pointed to Tatiana and Anne. “But what we are going to offer them is something completely different. Ladies, please wait a moment.”


      He opened the door of their small apartment, which they had rented a few hours ago with a borrowed ID card and earned money, and waved to someone outside.


      “Crest, what are you trying to do?” asked Tatiana, dismayed.


      “Quiet!”


      A tall figure stepped through the door. At first glance, he looked like a young, athletic Arkonide. At second glance, you could tell that the figure wasn’t just athletic; the Arkonide at the door had gone to great lengths to look attractive and not just sporty. He wore a suit that advantageously accentuated his tight butt and thighs. His skin was of that typical tanning studio tone. His teeth were even. Something about his gaze fascinated Tatiana until she noticed that the eyes had a very slightly silver look. Just enough so that it looked interesting and intriguing without disturbing the symmetry of his face.


      “Ladies,” Crest announced, “may I introduce you to our companion who will make sure that they don’t find us if they are looking for a group of three? This is UX-3, the latest model from Sankar’s Palace of Thirty-Six Delights, which Sankar kindly lent me for a few days.”


      “What the hell!” exclaimed Anne.


      “An android. A perfectly built servant of love...” Tatiana quickly understood the purpose for which UX-3 had been created.


      “Yes, ladies. A perfect-looking young Arkonide who helps to represent two couples with a slightly more inconspicuous outfit at the side of Anne or Tatiana. I hope that we can risk leaving our hiding place. It’s time for us to get out of here anyway and with UX-3 at my side, I’m confident that we’ll at least escape superficial scrutiny.”


      “And what if we get into more than one simple check?” asked Tatiana.


      “Oh,” said Crest. “UX-3 is also built to eliminate jealous spouses or rivals. He can take care of himself and us.”




      Crest’s plan, strange as it was, seemed to work. For Tatiana and Anne, it was not difficult to play the visitors from an alien planet, who were for the first time making contact with other cultures on the Web—or Ke-Matlon, as Crest now consistently called it.


      The Arkonide had hooked his arm under Tatiana’s while Anne strolled along on the arm of UX-3, whom they had collectively dubbed Humphrey in memory of a film actor of the 2D era. They all kept their eyes open; Tatiana had also taken on the task of searching for clues about the fate of the Tosoma crew in the minds of the people around her.


      They stopped in front of a street stall where sweet-smelling fruits were offered, the shape and size of chicken eggs but in terms of color showing all the possibilities of green streaks on a yellow background.


      “Melshaks,” Crest explained. “They are originally from Arkon, my home world, but have become native to many colonial worlds. They contain a lot of vitamins and, when ripe enough, taste sweet without losing the round fruit taste.” He bought one from the seller and theatrically lifted it up in the palm of his right hand. “And you can put them in your mouth in one piece if you’ve trained long enough for it.”


      He shoved the melshak into his mouth, almost having to unhook his lower jaw to push the fruit all the way in without it bursting.


      Anne followed the performance with her eyes wide open. She wasn’t sure if Crest was trying to cheer up the mood with a joke or if the youthfulness they had both perceived in him over the past few days was showing its excess.


      Tatiana looked past Crest with a dreamy expression. Anne knew: Tatiana was in the process of probing thoughts somewhere in the area. She didn’t have to worry that Tatiana’s strange behavior would catch anyone’s eye. At the moment, all the eyes of the bystanders were on Crest, who, without splashing a drop of melshak juice, locked the whole fruit in his mouth and then bit into it.


      He had finally managed to chew and swallow small pieces of the melshak. The danger of suffocation was over. It wasn’t long before he was able to open his mouth again. Anne looked at him reproachfully, and Crest swallowed the last bits of fruit in his mouth as quickly as he could.


      When he realized that no one was watching him, he leaned forward and whispered in Anne’s ear, “I didn’t want anyone to see what Tatiana was doing. And I’ve been wanting to try the trick with the melshak for a long time.”


      Crest stood upright again. Anne was sure that a fine smile crossed his face. Tatiana nudged him from the side and indicated with her eyes that they should go to a quieter place around the corner.


      The four of them walked the few steps to their destination.


      “No one to be seen,” Tatania remarked.


      “Are they still looking for us?” asked Anne.


      “Yes. But they’re also in the process of increasing security measures.”


      “Again?” Crest wasn’t thrilled that the net was tightening around them.


      “Yes,” Tatiana replied again. “But this time it’s not about us. They want to transport the crew members of the Tosoma who were trapped on the Web.”


      “I thought they had to stay here in exchange for the complete restoration of the Tosoma by the clan? True to the motto ‘man power for repairs...’” Anne was surprised.


      “Yes, the famous Seventh. One-seventh of the crew will have to serve the Nham for seven years.”


      “Crest, Anne, you’re both right. It is probably a demonstration of the prisoners. The matriarch wants to present the Tosoma team to the population.”


      “A triumphal procession like in ancient Rome...”


      “Anne, I don’t know what your triumphal processions looked like, but I think we mean the same historical pattern,” Crest commented.


      “Security will be tight,” Tatiana interjected.


      “That’s right. But I don’t want to miss it.” It was the scientist within Crest, the Derengar, who now spoke. “When do you ever get the chance to see a Mehandor and Naat triumphal procession as an Arkonide in the company of two barbarian women?” He looked at them with a mischievous smile that turned him back into a youthful Arkonide for a brief moment.




      The Mehandor had refrained from building a platform for the nobles or their equivalent in their culture. Otherwise, the basic arrangement differed little from that which would have had a corresponding event in any ancient capital in the Mediterranean.


      The pomp and circumstance was different. The Mehandor were traders, not conquerors. They did not adorn themselves with the jewelry of conquered empires or subjugated tribes; they adorned themselves with things that they had acquired legally, or at least, semilegally. Their clothes were conspicuous, sometimes even ostentatious.


      The Naats, on the other hand, were simply dressed. They wore uniforms that matched their leathery skin. Some symbols adorned the chests of the officers who stood beside the Mehandor at the edge of the passage through which the people would soon be led.


      Anne had UX-3’s arm around her waist while Crest led Tatiana by the arm.


      “Look over there!” Tatiana drew Crest’s attention to the second row of Mehandor.


      Crest whistled softly through his teeth. “The Matriarch Belinkhar herself. What an honor!” He thought for a moment. “Can you read her mind? It would be of enormous importance for our further course of action if we were to find out what she is planning.”


      Tatiana estimated the distance to the other side of the passage. “If we could get closer, it would be less problematic.”


      “Just a moment.” Crest released his arm from hers and rummaged through the pockets of his pants. Soon, his hand reappeared holding a small communication device.


      “What’s that?”


      “This is often given to visitors who want to look around the Web. Some crew members of the Tosoma also received it. It’s a kind of tour guide.”


      “And how did you get it, Crest?”


      The Arkonide just smiled mischievously as he read information off the device. “If we move back a little and quickly around the block on the far left, we will get into the rear of the group of Naats and Mehandor on the other side of the passage.”


      “Isn’t that dangerous?” said Anne.


      “We can assume that everyone will orient themselves forward and treat themselves to the spectacle in the passage. Few will have eyes for who is in the second or third row or who is not trying to get a direct view of the procession.”


      “And how do you explain to a guard that you’re happy with a seat in the second and third rows?”


      “Anne,” Crest replied, “It will certainly transmit everything. We just want to feel the closeness, but we don’t have to see everything directly. You have to learn to think less Terran and more Arkonide, or galactic, for that matter.”


      Anne consented. “You’re the expert on alien planets here, Crest.”


      The old Arkonide nodded gallantly, then took Tatiana by the arm once more.




      Crest was right. Hovering above the row in front of them was a holo that conveyed the events in the passage in razor-sharp detail.


      Anne’s fingers dug into UX-3’s arm. The android could not feel pain, so he did not react to the outburst of emotion. In front of them, she was able to observe in the holo how the crew members of the Tosoma were being led by like prisoners. The display was high-resolution. She recognized the faces clearly, saw the clothes. Some wore the remnants of Terran clothing, while others had probably been assigned clothing by the Mehandor. As a result, many tops were too wide in the shoulders and the people looked like caricatures of Mehandor. She recognized faces, knew the names of some of them, or now remembered small incidents on board the Tosoma.


      There was van den Bloom, the little fat political scientist from the Netherlands who had talked so much and at length about the future significance of Earthly culture. Next to him was his great Belgian friend, Michel Hillenbland, who, as always, had the task of stopping his friend’s flow of speech from time to time so that other people could also have their say. Now neither of them were speaking; their heads were bowed tiredly, their gaits sluggish. Behind them came another acquaintance: Rhino, certainly the most famous chef on the Tosoma. He had helped many people on board after the disaster. So he, too, was alive but in the hands of the Mehandor.


      It was difficult to stand here and know that she couldn’t do anything. If she were to use her telekinetic gifts, she would be more likely to put the prisoners in danger. Even if she managed to distract the guards, where would the prisoners flee?


      Tatiana had taken Crest’s arm. While he was spellbound by the events in the holo, she tried to penetrate the matriarch’s thoughts.


      After a while, she leaned over to Crest, as if whispering some niceties in his ear. “Crest, this may surprise you, but on the Web, you are considered dead. The Matriarch has set out to deceive the Naat Novaal. She gave him a burnt Arkonide corpse as your remains. So, the Nham clan doesn’t seem to have any intention of extraditing us. We just have to hide until the Arkonide troops are gone.”


      “I don’t want to imagine where the Arkonide corpse came from,” Crest muttered more to himself. He thought for a moment. “Can you find out if the Naat believes her story?”


      Tatiana concentrated again. When Tatiana’s face contorted, he put his arm protectively around her shoulders and pulled her head over to him so that no one saw her facial expressions and the two were able to talk more or less undisturbed.


      “What’s the matter?” Crest whispered to her.


      Tatiana did not answer immediately. It took her a moment to sort through the impressions she had received.


      “Crest—it’s the thoughts of the Naat. I was able to penetrate Novaal’s thoughts. But it’s difficult. His thoughts are so strange. I only sensed individual pictures, highlights. But I noticed one thing: he doesn’t believe a word the Matriarch says. His troops will remain until you and Thora are found.”




      The watcher sees the guard,


      the waking one sees the dreamer.


      The dreamer does not see the guard.


      But can the dreamer see the dreamer?


      From “Take Your Dreams Seriously,”


      unpublished manuscript, Terrania
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