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      1.


      Novaal




      The hologram depicted a small, slender figure in an otherwise empty room.


      The man there was the root of all adversity, Novaal sensed that. He had only known him via a holonet connection, but he felt that he would not be an easy prisoner.


      Then again, Arkonides rarely were.


      Arkonides! Just thinking the word was like inhaling a liter of water. He choked in his stomach throat, a sphincter muscle between the first and second stomachs. At the same time, his gizzard squeezed the last indigestible fibers and made them ready for the spinning throat. He wouldn’t bother with this...Arkonide until he was cleansed.


      “Commander?” Krineerk announced from the bridge. “The prisoner is ready for interrogation.”


      Novaal grunted ungraciously. “Wait.”


      Interrogations. Another impossible habit of the Arkonides. He trudged into the adjoining room, which his crew had gutted and rebuilt so that a Naat could stand there comfortably. He took off his beige uniform and stood under the sandblasting shower. The tingling sensation of countless tiny grains of sand working on his skin and scraping out every deposit of fat and sebum that had settled between the thick, wrinkled dermis trickled through him comfortably. Although it only took a short time, he didn’t have time. In fact, he never had time for what was important, only for his duties. Duties for the Empire. No one asked the Naats what was important to them personally.


      He picked up his uniform. Then he dropped it carelessly. It was not adequate. It only made him an officer, but he had to meet this prisoner differently. Perry Rhodan did not behave like someone who knew his place. A uniform would not impress him.


      He is almost like a Naat, Novaal thought with amusement. But nowhere near as educated. No, this Arkonide descendant was, at best, a parody of a Naat.


      He paused. No, he didn’t think so. He didn’t think that way anymore since... Sayoaard, he thought, and as always, melancholy flooded through him.


      Novaal glanced at the time: five minutes had passed. He pushed the cloud of thoughts to the edge of his consciousness and reached for the Lapad armor. He placed the slats one by one and hooked them together, checking their fit and surface. He did it quickly, with a routine that only real Lapad warriors had. Everything was clean; everything was in perfect condition. Everything was as it should be.


      He took the Natak—a long, straight, two-sided sharp blade with three thorn tips for hurting, injuring, and killing—from the wall and then girded it on his back in the traditional way. Finally, he chose the right helmet. After a moment’s thought, he decided on the helmet of Honorable Victories. Not because it was best suited to the occasion (the hood of the Emphatic Interrogator or the headdress of the Victorious Siege would have been more appropriate). He chose it because it was the most impressive to most beings. And in the face of his stubborn prisoner, he had to use every advantage. The helmet of the Honorable Victories shimmered golden and reflected in every single scale and slat like a flawless crystal. Yes, that was the right helmet. It also protected his skull, temples, and the back of his head, including his neck, but left his face completely exposed.


      He would look his enemy directly in his eyes. That was the way of the Naats.


      He choked up the ball of fiber and spat it out, clean and dry, much better than the digestive processes of other beings. He walked over to his workspace, to the isolated terminal from which he took care of his...relationship. The device tried to establish a connection, but to no avail. No one answered his call.


      That’s fine, Novaal said to himself. Then that’s the way it must be.


      He walked to the door, left his cabin, and hurried on all fours through the claustrophobic and narrow corridors of the Arkonide ship.




      The loading chamber was empty, the ceiling almost three times the size of a Naat. For a creature of Rhodan’s size, it had to be awe-inspiring.


      Novaal entered the room and the lights immediately came on. From one second to the next, every corner was illuminated as bright as day. For Novaal, who was used to the light, this was not a problem, but for the prisoner, who had been standing in complete darkness, it had to be a shock.


      That’s a good thing, Novaal thought, as he saw Rhodan’s eyes narrow. “Where’s Thora da Zoltral?” he asked.


      The human—Rhodan refused to be considered an Arkonide; he preferred to be called “human”—was silent. Was it a defiant reaction? That could not be ruled out. A Naat would act in the same way, but for completely different reasons. Naats were strong.


      “I ask you again: where is Thora da Zoltral?” Novaal made no effort to muffle his voice. The echo in this room was magnificent.


      Rhodan raised his head. He was actually making eye contact!


      “You’re Reekha Novaal, I suppose.”


      It didn’t sound like a question. Did Rhodan actually recognize him? Not many Arkonides could tell Naats apart. They lacked the right view.


      Novaal was silent. He would not allow himself to be drawn into a conversation that he did not determine himself. Rhodan didn’t need to know who he was. He had to answer, nothing more.


      “Can I get something to drink?” asked Rhodan. “My lips are dry, my tongue feels very parched, and my throat is rough.” The silence was probably too long for him.


      Novaal was taken aback. The prisoner was demanding a drink? Of course. These...humans were not Naats.


      “Wait.” He thought for a moment, put a soundproofing panel around him, and requested a drink, water enriched with salts and minerals. That should be enough. Naats needed little fluid, so it had never occurred to him to check the liquid status of his “guest.” His mistake.


      A palm-sized service unit rolled in and brought what had been requested. Novaal silently pointed to Rhodan, who took the cup—in reality, an Arkonide thimble that still looked nearly large in his small, human hands—and sipped the contents. His face twisted a bit, but he kept drinking. Not hastily, but very controlled, in small sips.


      You could learn a lot about a stranger just by observing him. If you opened your eyes. Novaal tried hard not to let his impatience be felt.


      Rhodan finished drinking and looked at him. Thoroughly. “Why do you want to know where Thora is?” he finally asked.


      The human actually had courage, even more than was good for him. Novaal waited a moment, just long enough for the human to wonder what was coming. Rhodan had fooled him every time they had dealt with each other, and Novaal had come to think that he would try again and again.


      “That question,” he said at last, “is not for you. So, where is she?”


      “I don’t know,” replied Rhodan. “And that’s the truth.”


      “The truth?” Novaal tilted his head down a little. “The truth is that I could destroy this planet at any time. You call it Snowman, the Mehandor Gedt-Kemar. But you won’t need that name anymore.”


      He didn’t like having to ask and threaten, but he had his instructions.


      Rhodan nodded. That actually meant consent. Was he really so cold-blooded that he would allow it? He hadn’t even wanted to leave one-seventh of his people with the Mehandor, and now he was agreeing to the annihilation of an entire planet?


      “That’s true. But if you destroy Snowman, you might also destroy Thora.”


      Of course, he recognizes the vulnerability, Novaal thought. Anyone could see it.


      “So, I’d better have the crew of your spaceship executed one by one. And I’m going to start with your deputy. As you have recognized, all I need is Thora. I’m not interested in the rest of your wretched ship, and I’m certainly not interested in the Empire.”


      Did Rhodan flinch at this clear statement? Had he broken him?


      The human’s next words sobered him up. “Yes, that’s the truth too. But murdering prisoners of war will not conjure up Thora.”


      Novaal beat his chest with his right hand. “Be silent about things you don’t understand, dishonorable one!”


      He struggled to control his tremors. His gizzard revolted, as if he were crying out for something indigestible. The right hand grasped the handle of the Natak before he could do anything about it.


      No! He commanded himself. I’m not going to punish him! I will not destroy my honor as he did with his lies and fool’s game.


      He stared at Rhodan, his eyes fixed on the worm who dared contradict him. What gave him such courage in the face of death? Outwardly, there was nothing to indicate this audacity. He, like all Arkonides, was a weak dwarf. The fact that he claimed not to be one was irrelevant.


      And yet, these non-Arkonides, these humans, hadn’t asked for a single fictional game. And—a thought he didn’t really want to admit—hadn’t the Tosoma’s resistance compensated for a lot? The humans had not complied; they had tried everything, even against all the predictions of their positronic systems, which they had no doubt consulted beforehand. They had fought back. Almost like Naats, as if they knew how important an honorable death was.


      He took his hand off the handle of the Natak, and Rhodan’s posture relaxed.


      “Toreead!” cried Novaal. “Take him away! Order Trubar-5.”


      The summoned man entered, grabbed Rhodan roughly by the shoulders, and pushed him in front of him. The human staggered but he did not utter a sound of pain, complain, or bother to look for injuries.


      Brave until the very end, Novaal thought.




      Novaal crossed his arms behind his back before doing anything careless. Self-control was the way to solve problems. A Naat who threw himself headlong into a Great Pit because he was overwhelmed by the urge rarely survived more than three or four dagger circles.


      He was faced with a situation as surprising as it was powerful, and which could tear him apart if he was not careful. Novaal himself had asked to be sent to the periphery of the Empire, a place where no conceited Arkonide would go, where all intrigue for power and influence was pointless. Away from the center of power, away from the eyes and ears of millions, away from false tongues and deaf ears. It was a place where he gained time and could keep his secret. At least that’s what he had thought.


      And then this Etztak had to get in touch and point out to him what was happening in his sector. The Reekha Novaal had had to do something immediately, even if the Naat Novaal would have preferred to wait. Oppositionists had appeared: Crest and Thora da Zoltral. He would be required to give an explanation, not only because of Crest’s death, but even more so if he did not even succeed in handing over the Arkonide’s foster daughter to the Imperial Guard. He would lose his honor. His secret... Could he still keep it? The Most Noble Sergh da Teffron certainly did not expect any advantage in staying silent if he could no longer make use of Novaal.


      “Reekha?”


      Novaal slowly turned around. Behind him stood the glowing blue miniature holo of his deputy in the air. It was unexpected, but he was used to it. In the rush to confront Rhodan, he had forgotten to seal off the hall. So Krineerk had done what anyone else would have: inform himself.


      “What?”


      Krineerk fell on one knee, giving him the honor he had earned through his reputation, duels, and military successes. “I ask permission to prepare the executions.”


      Novaal did not order him to get up. “I didn’t order any executions.”


      “But...”


      “I threatened to do so. You know the difference?” And you know why I had to resort to such threats that discredit my strength? Because the Arkonides demand it from me! He thought angrily.


      “These people are attached to each other. One or two deaths and...” Krineerk tried to argue.


      “Enough!” roared Novaal. His deputy increasingly resembled the Arkonides, with such devotion did he serve the Empire. That was what he feared: that he would no longer be a Naat. It would be the downfall of everything. “It is my decision, my authority, my honor. I am in a position to make that decision at any time. If I think it’s right.”


      “I... I see.” Krineerk stood up. That was allowed, since they had completed a topic, but even what was allowed could be rude. The Naats, although many Arkonides would probably deny it, were civilized.


      “I don’t think you understand,” said Novaal. “What makes a good hunter, Krineerk?”


      His deputy seemed surprised by the question. He was probably thinking of his time hunting for Naats. “Well...a good hunter follows his prey’s trail...”


      Novaal raised a hand and commanded him to remain silent. “A bad hunter pursues his prey. A good hunter does not run after it; he expects it, because he knows his prey. Because he knows what it’s going to do.”


      Krineerk closed his forehead eye. He pondered. “You’re right, Commander,” he said at last. “I renounce Kal’zhochras. The Nataks will rest. Again.”


      “They will get Kal’zhochras, Krineerk. When you’re ready. I’d hate to lose you.”


      “Me too,” he replied.


      “Is there anything else?” asked Novaal when the holographic image did not disintegrate.


      “The Shydar,” Krineerk said.

    

  

  
    
      2.


      Perry Rhodan




      Rhodan felt very, very small.


      Until now, he had always thought he knew what it felt like: small and powerless. Just a few months ago, he and his friend Reginald Bull had stood in front of the huge steel sphere of the Aetron, which had made an emergency landing on the moon. He and Bull had crooked their necks at various angles—in vain. Up close, they had not been able to fully grasp the mountain in front of them which was a spaceship. It had been their stepping stone into the cosmos.


      Rhodan and humanity had ventured into the infinity of space, but this was something completely different. A spaceship was something artificial that he had to admire, but which he also classified as controllable in principle. Space remained something sublime that eluded him again and again whenever he looked at it or traveled through it, and for which he lacked any real point of reference to be able to relate to it. The Planet of Eternal Life still seemed like an absurd dream to him. In short, no previous experience had prepared him for his first physical contact with the Naats.


      He considered himself a sensible, open-minded person. Regardless, he felt a physical discomfort, as if he were a candle placed on an open window sill while a storm was gathering over the house. The storm stood for Arkon, whose actions made Rhodan strongly doubt the infamous empire, but whose full extent he had not yet been able to overlook. The Naats were probably little more than a first gust of wind.


      Naats... He didn’t know much about them. And the little he had learned from the databases and in direct conversation with Novaal was not encouraging. Warriors. Wild. Stubborn. Uncompromising. Cyclopean. Servants of the Empire. Thora despised and feared them at the same time.


      “Come.” The Naat who was supposed to take him away stared down at Rhodan with that bewildering three-eyed look. It was impossible to tell if he was angry.


      Rhodan sensed that in any case, it would probably have been more dangerous to continue arguing with Novaal. Novaal was the Reekha, the commander of a squadron that secured the periphery of the Empire. He probably could not afford confidentiality and compromise if he did not want to make himself vulnerable. At the same time, the power that was given to him constricted him, because, like all imperial power, it was only borrowed for a limited period of time and had to be constantly confirmed. By whom, whether directly through the Regent or some other figure of the political and military constellations, remained unclear.


      Rhodan wished for Thora or Crest to advise him, to help him find his way. But Thora, whom he had come to appreciate as a brilliant commander, was a complete miscast as a political advisor. Rhodan’s assessment of both the Mehandor and the Naats had been so subjective that he had made bad decisions.


      His first mistake had been his trust in the teachings of the Arkonide. Don’t trust any Mehandor, she had claimed. But that was imperial thinking. Rhodan should have trusted the matriarch, Belinkhar, because she kept to her agreements. The only thing you couldn’t trust when negotiating with Mehandor was yourself: the possibility that you overlooked something or worded it incorrectly. He imagined how the Mehandor had taken advantage of the Empire on one occasion or another because its representatives had not been able to make precise agreements that exactly met their wishes. The Mehandor could not be blamed for being intent on their own advantage, because the same was true the other way around. The art of action was to make each party involved believe that they had benefited the most.


      His second mistake had been to apply his way of thinking to another culture. When Belinkhar had demanded the Seventh—to indenture one-seventh of his crew to the Web for seven years—a whole conflict had been addressed that had blocked his view of the essentials. He had thought of the tithe, which had been demanded of the serfs in the Middle Ages and which, in case of doubt, was mercilessly enforced, without regard for the living conditions of the poor.


      He had thought of slavery, which had begun quite harmlessly on earth as indentured servitude, a voluntary employment relationship in which “indentured servants” signed up to serve a master for several years. During this time, their personal freedoms were restricted, including the ability to acquire property. People who didn’t have money to cross to North America, or criminals who were faced with the choice of going to jail or enlisting, gladly chose servitude. The first Africans who were brought to North America had also come under the impression that they would be given freedom after a few years of service. But all this changed to the detriment of the indentured servants, and the scourge of slavery arose. It took a long time for America to come to its senses and abolish the horrible, inhumane institution, and it had taken even longer to erase its traces from people’s consciousnesses.


      Growing up in the United States, he had an inner urge never to allow anything like it to happen again. And so his entire prior knowledge of his own culture’s past had led him to judge Belinkhar’s demands as so morally wrong that this assessment legitimized him to break the agreement.


      What a fiasco it was! All that remained of the Tosoma was a burnt-out wreck, sunk in the ice of Snowman. Part of the crew was dead, and he didn’t know how many...


      It was high time that he got the reins of action back in his hands! He had let himself drift too much, relied too much on advice, and at least once too often lacked the impartiality that he considered a virtue.


      Damn! Even if I don’t have a particularly big chance, at least I’ll take it! Giving up is out of the question!


      After all, he had already achieved initial success by allowing Thora and the others to escape. And although he was being held captive by the Naats, he had a decidedly better chance here than on Snowman.


      Get to know your enemies, and how better to do that than by living among them?


      He would somehow succeed in turning things around. He could, however, reproach himself for naively believing that he could go straight to the Regent. Of course, neither Thora nor Crest had advised him against it, after all; the two still had a few scores to settle in the Empire.


      Had he allowed himself to be used? Or was he just too impetuous? On the other hand, what alternatives would he have had? To entrench himself and arm himself on Earth, knowing full well that any galactic spacefaring civilization would be militarily superior for decades to come? Not to mention the Empire.


      No. His fundamental decision had been well considered. But what had developed from it...


      He shook his head. These thoughts weren’t helping him with his current problems, and those problems had to occupy his full thoughts fully. There would be time for reflection later.


      In the last few days, he had been a driven person who’d had to react quickly. For the first time, his capture by the Naats had given him the opportunity to think carefully and concentrate on himself. Even if he didn’t understand it at first, it was an advantage if he knew how to use it properly.


      What he needed first was information. And next to him ran a potential source, no matter how frightening it seemed. At first glance, the Naat was like all the others. For Rhodan, the black leather skin looked like a uniform, blurring individual differences. But this one had a special feature: a skin discoloration, metallic blue, running from his temple down his neck and disappearing under the clothes. In addition, unlike Commander Novaal, his mouth ran vertically and protruded slightly when speaking.


      Rhodan took a closer look; he had time. It seemed to him that the mouth of the Naats was not so much a chewing bar on the upper and lower jaw, but two muscle strands and behind them a throat. As he spoke, he noticed that it seemed like the mouth and throat were working together. So was it not connected to the bones at all? That would at least explain the unique arrangement.


      But that wasn’t important at the moment. All that mattered was that the Naats had mouths and used them to talk. And they had to talk to each other, Rhodan and the dark giants. Once they talked to each other, a relationship would develop. That’s what mattered.


      Since the Naat had already spoken of his own accord, even if only a single word, he could hopefully dare to follow up on it with a clear conscience. He tried to stay at the same height with him, then cleared his throat and waited for the stranger to look at him.


      “I’m Perry Rhodan,” he said, trying the most innocuous thing he could think of. Would the Naat react? And how?


      “Toreead,” said the Naat. Novaal had addressed him with this word, probably his proper name. In any case, it didn’t sound like a title or untranslatable swear word.


      “Where are you taking me?”


      Toreead replied, “To where Novaal wants you. Order Trubar-5.”


      They walked a few steps. Then Rhodan quickly asked, “And what does ‘Trubar-5’ mean? What will happen to me?”


      “That which Novaal determines.”


      He wasn’t getting anywhere. Was it Toreead’s general reticence, Rhodan’s own position, or Novaal’s power that forbade the Naat to talk to him?


      “You really respect Novaal don’t you?”


      Toreead grunted. “Come! I do what needs to be done. I respect Novaal.”


      That was several sentences. Rhodan ventured a little further; perhaps Toreead was more willing to talk when asked questions about something other than himself.


      “What about my people? The Tosoma’s crew?”


      The Naat stopped abruptly. He grumbled as if something was moving up his neck and being forced back. “You must have an extremely short life, seeing how many questions you’re squeezing into a single moment.”


      Rhodan almost laughed. “I’m just curious. Aren’t you?”


      The Naat stared down at him with his two outer eyes, looking at the ceiling with the middle one. “He who is greedy is weak. But you’re not a Naat; you don’t understand life anyway. We’ll move on.”


      Rhodan hurried to his side. The giant suddenly took enormous strides even for his own kind, as if suddenly in a great hurry to get rid of the prisoner.


      “So, what about my people?” asked Rhodan.


      “Those who are strong live.”


      And Reg? After all, he was injured... He clawed his right hand into Toreead’s astonishingly soft uniform fabric. “And my friend, Reginald Bull? Did Novaal kill him?”


      Again the Naat stopped. He roughly brushed off the human’s hand and pushed him away a bit. “You turned yourself in. There was no reason to take his life.” After a moment’s hesitation, he added, “Your friend is strong.”


      Rhodan was dumbfounded. “You know Reg?”


      “No one deserves an answer a second time. We’ll move on.” He led Rhodan to an elevator shaped like a cylinder, in which polarized gravitational fields took the passenger to their destination. Anti-grav shafts, Rhodan thought. Actually, they were hardly anything other than antique elevators, but they fascinated him again and again. It was a very banal piece of everyday technology to which he had become accustomed but did not understand in all its details.


      “Trubar-5!” said Toreead, and entered the shaft. As a matter of course, Rhodan followed him. Where could he have fled to?


      Toreead must have felt uncomfortable as he was carried down the shaft, which was narrow for his enormous shoulders. No, these ships were clearly not designed for Naats, at least not in terms of comfort.


      Their journey took them over three levels, then the force fields gently pushed them towards the exit. “Trubar-5 Prison Sector,” an androgynous voice said out of nowhere. In front of them, a previously dark corridor was illuminated by glowing yellow ceiling tiles.


      “What do you want from us?” asked Rhodan.


      “We don’t determine that,” was the meaningless reply.


      But the Naat didn’t seem like someone shirking responsibility. So Rhodan followed up. “Who will determine that?”


      Toreead made an indefinable sound, somewhere between gurgling and coughing. “The High Command. Arkonides.”


      “So, Naats are doing the dirty work for the Arkonides, is that it?” Rhodan provoked his companion. He suspected that they had arrived and that no more questions would be answered.


      Toreead pushed him in the chest so violently that he staggered and fell. The colossal figure loomed black and menacing above him. “We are here! Get in!”


      Hissing, a door opened behind Rhodan.


      When he entered his cell and the door slid shut again, he heard Toreead’s last words: “Arkonides command; Naats obey. It’s always been that way.”


      Then he was alone.

    

  

  
    
      3.


      In the Dome




      “A Methane! Of course!” Hisab-Benkh had barely finished speaking the words when the alarm went off.


      Emkhar-Tuur and Tisla-Lehergh looked at him in panic. Ralv spun in circles, as if he expected an enemy army with lances and spears at any moment.


      “What is it?” asked Emkhar-Tuur.


      Hisab-Benkh stood petrified. He smelled his own fear. “I don’t know.”


      Lights went on, in the ceiling, on the walls, some even in the floor, like delayed lanterns in the old Topsidian vaulted cities, and it took several more seconds before a stable brightness was reached.


      Holographs came to life, growing like strange, shimmering flowers out of nowhere. Arkonide frippery! thought Emkhar-Tuur.


      There was a crack in the ceiling and the whole undersea dome groaned. Something had happened. Something was waking up.


      Bright yellow warnings flickered. System alarm. System alarm. System alarm.


      “Go, death priest!” cried Ralv, who, of course, could not read the Scriptures. “Get out of here!”


      Emkhar-Tuur just looked at him. The Gorran was as frighteningly primitive as she could imagine, and soft-skinned to boot. How had the Arkonides ever managed to establish the Empire?


      Hisab-Benkh made no attempt to flee. “System alarm” could mean many things. “Keep calm, everyone! I’ll briefly inform Tresk-Takuhn. As a military commander, he’s going to want to see this.” He tried his radio. “Nothing.” He didn’t sound particularly disappointed and had probably already expected something like that.


      The dome likely had excellent shielding; otherwise, it would have been discovered long ago. Emkhar-Tuur assumed that only the stationary devices could transmit to and receive transmissions from the outside, while special codes were required for all others...which, of course, they did not have. After all, this place was around ten thousand years old, and they were invaders. The dome was, old or not, dangerous terrain.


      “We have to reschedule,” the archaeologist snapped at his two assistants. “We are on our own! Retreat!” He might have been old and fat, but his heart was obviously still that of a soldier, and what he had learned in the military was not forgotten.


      She almost regretted never having been in the military. Hisab-Benkh felt that it would not be good for her and her twin sister. He had served himself once, so he probably knew what was best. But she would have liked to experience what it felt like to control a fighter plane, to shoot at enemy units with the most modern firearms...


      Instead, she had embarked on a career as an archaeologist. She was confronted with strange worlds and their mostly rather unpleasant inhabitants, as the spearhead of Topsidian culture. It was clear to her that they were respected in the society of the despotate as long as they served its expansionist drive. Hisab-Benkh pretended to support this policy, but Emkhar-Tuur had seen through him: all he supported was his work, his scientific interest. That seemed right to her.


      While people like her and her master were doing their research, the despotate had developed the moons of Tatlira-IV into a fortress, considering Topsid the owner of the whole system. Although the Topsidans knew about a former Arkonide colony on Tatlira-II and thus the status of the system as Imperial property thanks to their archaeological work, the despot had apparently calculated the expansion of the Empire and the neglect of such systems for centuries. So, with the help of his military, he had created an appropriate display.


      But not everyone thought so. She didn’t, her master certainly didn’t, and even the commander of the Rayold base, Tresk-Takuhn, an old friend of Hisab-Benkh, was already counting on retaliation from Arkon’s fleet. He had ordered the archaeologists to abandon their research mission on Gorr.


      Absentmindedly, Emkhar-Tuur stroked the spot on her space suit where there was a gaping hole. Until recently, the automatic signal transmitter—“direction finder” would have been more appropriate—had been located there. Without it, they could not be detected so quickly if the commander came up with the idea of evacuating by force.


      “We’ll go first,” Emkhar-Tuur decided.


      “You’ll follow us!” her sister ordered Ralv.


      “And Hisab-Benkh will take up the rear!” she added, to make sure her master was safe.


      Ralv just nodded. He still seemed distraught, but that seemed to be the rule rather than the exception with these soft-skinned people. There was no reason to hesitate. She could even understand—at least academically—how all this must have affected him. First the “sleeping god,” then three Topsidans, two of whom had initially wanted to transport him from life to death in a detailed and painful way, and now the alarm... For a primitive Gorran, this was too much to cope with.


      Emkhar-Tuur hurried ahead; Tisla-Lehergh was close behind her. Shortly before the entrance to the hall, however, she stopped abruptly; out of nowhere, a hologlobe had lit up in front of them.


      She instinctively reached for it, and of course her scaly hands slid through it. “What’s that?”


      Tisla-Lehergh calmly eyed the structure and circled it halfway. “What is it?” she echoed.


      As if in response to these questions, the lighting went out, while at the same time a cone of light descended on each of those present. Emkhar-Tuur cautiously raised a hand and groped around her. As she had suspected, the cone of light was bound by a force field. One of the dome’s defense mechanisms, of course.


      “We are trapped,” Hisab-Benkh said at that moment. “The dome is probably just reactivating.”


      “Don’t move!” said an unknown voice in Arkonide. “In case of violation, you will be terminated.”


      The glow of the cones diminished and changed color. In all of them, white became yellow and then green; in Ralv’s case, the yellow became an orange. The force fields remained.


      “Identification is not possible,” said the automaton’s voice. “Tell us the reason for your visit.”


      “We are researchers,” Hisab-Benkh said carefully in Arkonide. “This station was abandoned by its owners many thousands of years ago.”


      “Irrelevant,” the voice returned. “The internal time logs are being repaired.”


      Tisla-Lehergh drummed her fists and whipped her tail against the cone wall. She was at least as energetic as Emkhar-Tuur and just as uncontrolled. But her actions did not help. They remained trapped.


      In response to her fruitless attempts, Tisla-Lehergh poured out a torrent of insults about the “extinct softskins and their obtuse positronics.”


      “There is danger. Stay calm! In the event of a violation, you will be terminated.” The voice still sounded calm, but it had become louder. And it now spoke in Topsidian. The positronics, which were several millennia old, were proving to be amazingly powerful.


      “I don’t feel like making an appointment! Release me! I am a warrior!” said Ralv, who now understood for the first time what was being said. “I will defend you!”


      “Oh?”


      Emkhar-Tuur listened. The Positronic had reacted? To this primitive? How could that be? Why did this ancient technology show an interest in a barbarian like Ralv?


      At practically the same moment she thought that question, the answer occurred to her. Of course! Of all of them, the Gorran was the most similar to the Arkonides, the builders of this station. Apparently, the Positronic was looking for a commander to support it.


      “Ralv, the warrior, is a descendant of your creators,” the corpulent Topsidan addressed the disembodied voice.


      “I’ll help!” Ralv assured it, looking strained, if Emkhar-Tuur had learned what this strange muscular play under the thin skin meant. It was difficult to understand.


      The light that surrounded Ralv darkened to red. “Accepted. Repairs initiated... Please...attention...the...holo...”


      The cones of light went out. Suddenly, everyone was able to move again.


      “Ha! The thing is...”


      “The juice ran out,” Tisla-Lehergh said triumphantly. “And now?”


      “We’re paying attention to the holo,” Hisab-Benkh said calmly. “It seems to be a reproduction of the solar system.” He pointed to the ball of the sun in the middle. “Come here to me, Ralv. I’ll show you what’s beyond Valkaren, beyond Gorr.”


      “Go!” whispered Emkhar-Tuur, giving the Gorran a nudge.


      “Black Abyss,” whispered Ralv. “Is this access to the realm of Helldar?”


      Hisab-Benkh ignored the question. Ralv didn’t really want an answer; he just wanted to know. The question was merely a crutch to express that desire.


      The older Topsidan continued. “What you see here in the center, you can also see from the surface: it is your sun. We call her Tatlira because that’s what it’s called in the Arkonide star charts.”


      “Who are the Arkonides?”


      “The builders of Valkaren. Your ancestors.”


      “My... My...” Ralv broke off when he realized what Hisab-Benkh had told him.


      “The ancestors of all Gorran. Yes, you are, so to speak, the descendants of gods...”


      “I’ve always known that priests lie to us.” Ralv clenched his hands and turned back to projection. “Tatlira.” He nodded. Apparently, he understood, could relate the projection’s little yellow ball of light to the one in the sky.


      “The rest”—Hisab-Benkh pointed to the blackness—“is space. It is infinitely large and infinitely cold, and whoever enters it without protection dies.”


      “There are ways through space? You have come?”


      Hisab-Benkh shook his head deliberately. “That’s what you can call it. To travel through space, you need special...uh...”


      “Birds of the gods,” Emkhar-Tuur offered.


      “Birds of the gods!” said Hisab-Benkh.


      Ralv nodded enthusiastically. He was obviously familiar with such a thing. It was always important to choose the right words. Up to this point, everything had been easy.


      “These points here”—He pointed to the seven planets one after the other—“revolve around Tatlira. They are much smaller than the sun and are called planets.”


      “Ah,” Ralv said. He sounded like someone who hadn’t grasped something but refused to admit it. You couldn’t blame him for that; he was just a savage.


      “And this...” Hisab-Benkh reached into the projection and put a hand around Tatlira-II. “Is your home. This is the planet Gorr, which we’re on right now.”


      “Can’t be. Gorr is big. This Gorr is small. Where are we on there?” Ralv took a step back.


      “We can’t be seen at all!” hissed Emkhar-Tuur. It was unbelievable—both these proportions for him and his stubbornness about them.


      “Stupid little softskin, you’d better listen to us, or else,” Tisla-Lehergh threatened him.


      Ralv raised his hands defensively. “Leave me, death priest without breasts!”


      Emkhar-Tuur laughed out loud. “Our breasts, which we don’t have, seem to be bothering you a lot. Are all Gorrans like that? What do you think these breasts are all about?”


      Tisla-Lehergh hissed wickedly. “Forget the breasts! Can someone please tell me what this holo is all about?”


      “Look instead of yelling,” Hisab-Benkh commanded. He reached for his bottle of Farrik juice.


      Emkhar-Tuur did not know why he liked it so much. The Farrik berries were pure high-mountain plants that grew solitary, were quite small, and turned red, which was when you could harvest them for three or four days; then they turned purple and lost all their juice. Accordingly, they were rare on Topsid. They were extremely sensitive and required a certain air pressure, a precisely defined temperature range, and soil with unusually high acid content. When peeled, they gave terrible stomach cramps, unless you were a mountain goat; when cooked, they had a laxative effect, and when pressed, they simply tasted bitter. They weren’t even considered particularly healthy. It remained a mystery to her why Hisab-Benkh enjoyed them.


      He was just about to start drinking when he noticed movement. “There!” His trembling finger pointed to a spot of light approaching from the edge of the system.


      “What’s that?” asked Ralv.


      Emkhar-Tuur was also surprised. She exchanged a quick glance with her sister. Tisla-Lehergh hissed. She knew it too.


      An Arkonide ship.


      Hisab-Benkh, after a few long, anxious breaths, said, “An Arkonide warship.”


      Emkhar-Tuur’s gaze was fixed on the moving luminous dot. “What could it be looking for here?”


      “What do you think?” Hisab-Benkh sounded angry, as if he knew what was coming and had done nothing.


      “What do we do now?” Tisla-Lehergh sounded as excited as he was helpless, exactly like Emkhar-Tuur felt.


      She knew they were naive questions, but what was left for them? They were probably safer in this place than in many others in the system when it came to combat. She started to make a cynical comment, but just as she opened her mouth, she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. Something was getting closer.


      She spun around and jumped into the path of the stranger, but whatever it was, it ran her over. Its goal was clearly Ralv.


      With a powerful movement, the creature—it could not be described as anything else—smashed a tentacle arm against the Gorran and threw him to the ground.


      Then it turned to her...

    

  

  
    
      4.


      Novaal




      Novaal ran through the Keat’ark on all fours. Curse this tiny dwarf ship! There were moments—and they seemed to be increasing—when he longed for the cloudless blue sky of Naat over white-yellow desert sand and rust-red rock.


      It took him almost ten minutes to get from the outer spherical shell of the ship to the bridge at the ship’s geometric center. Dressed in full armor, he entered the room, where there were eight other Naats. They kept the Keat’ark alive, pumping its technical heart and powering the entire structure: the eight-hundred-meter-diameter sphere that allowed the Naats to travel and fight among the stars as every Naat dreamed of.


      For the Empire.


      “Status report for the Shydar!” he barked, throaty and rough. He felt his flesh teeth trying to push past his chewing rings, but he prevented it.


      Krineerk fell to one knee. Everyone saw it. Everyone looked at him in traditional armor. What was he doing? Trying to act like a Naat or a fool who refused to wear the uniform he had been given?


      All of a sudden, he felt terribly out of place. He couldn’t do everything. He wished it was different, but no matter how hard he tried, it was never enough. He should have been in a dozen places at once.


      “I’ve prepared everything in your quarters...”


      “I’m here, and I want to know right now what happened. What did the Shydar learn about the Tatlira system?”


      Krineerk raised his head just enough to make eye contact. “Reekha, I assure you—”


      “Now!”


      Krineerk collapsed again, just barely giving up; Novaal felt that. Somewhere in his deputy, the desire for Kal’zhochras burned. “The Shydar doesn’t exist anymore, Reekha.”


      The other Naats on the bridge looked up and more or less cleverly concealed their horror. They didn’t know what had happened to the Shydar. They didn’t know anything.


      He would have liked to have swapped places with them. Novaal’s eyes narrowed with anger, his gizzard crackled, and the skin around his eyes burned as scents of rebelliousness touched them. “Get up! Show me all the data!”


      He had known. It had been unwise to send one of his six heavy cruisers as an explorer. But he was an officer of the Empire and was part of a chain of command. He did not discuss his orders any more than he allowed his own to be discussed.


      Smug schemers! You take advantage of us, our honor, our power! You are despicable.


      “I recommend that you review the camera footage in your quarters,” said Krineerk. “For...morality.”


      Novaal scowled at him and reached for the Natak. It slipped out of its sheath as if by itself; all that could be heard sounded like a faint whisper of night wind over a parched stone. Yes, he missed the desert and its clear rules.


      “As you wish,” Krineerk said, retrieving a holorecording. The image of the bridge of a now wrecked ship was flickering. They were watching the last minutes of the Shydar and its commander Nevood...


      The Shydar crashed back into normal space, the last transition having taken it into the immediate vicinity of the Tatlira system, just outside the outermost planetary orbit.


      Novaal watched silently. He recalled his conversation with Nevood. It had been short, a mere transmission of the order. Nevood had understood him; he was as much a child of Naat as Novaal. They had both worked in the forges, both visited the mines. Nevood knew what it meant to be Naat. He understood even what Novaal was not allowed to tell him because Sergh da Teffron had thought it too dangerous. As if the Naats were cowards who feared death. What did the Arkonides know?


      And yet, even if Nevood had known or at least suspected what to expect... A Topsidian fortress. Novaal felt a sting when he looked at the dead man’s message.


      Death is a cutting edge of strength, he thought intensely. He had to think about that, hold on to the thought. This gave him confidence and comfort in the face of the tragedy that was about to unfold.


      What Nevood saw at first seemed harmless and innocuous: seven worlds orbited an inconspicuous yellow sun. There were thousands of them, and there was nothing to indicate that this solar system had any special significance of any kind.


      Nevood, a Naat in a black uniform with a silver dot on his collar, spoke into the empty air. He made a report.


      “Notes of Commander Nevood, continued. We have reached the Tatlira system and are now entering it. First location results show energy activities from the inner planets. The outer planets seem to be uninhabited.”


      He pulled a continuously updated table of the sensor evaluation in front of his face. Tatlira-II was marked as a long-abandoned Arkonide colony that had been established in the days before the Methane Wars. Ten thousand years ago, it was marked as extinct, like so many other worlds of that era. A time of glorious wars and true challenges...


      The strongest energy signatures were coming from the orbit of the fourth planet. Tatlira-IV, whose proper name was Rayold, was a large, ponderous planet orbited by a bevy of tiny moons. The current measurement results showed diameters of these moons between less than one kilometer and just over six kilometers. The suspicion that it was the wreckage of a larger satellite was obvious. And from there radiated powerful energy signatures.


      “Risk assessment!” demanded Nevood.


      The tracking officer used a three-dimensional image of the system to show where, according to previous findings, danger was imminent. The space around the system and on the two outer and two inner planetary orbits was virtually empty, apart from the spatial debris that could be found everywhere: meteorites, pieces of a former moon or planet, debris from long-forgotten battles captured by the gravitational pull of the system. There was hardly any direct danger from enemy units.


      However, the terrain between Tatlira-III and Tatlira-V had obviously been classified as dangerous from this distance, as the red coloring showed. Rayold actually formed the center of gravity like a gangrenous, dark spot. The center of the enemy.


      “Spaceships? Space stations?”


      Nevood’s questions were short and precise, and his people understood them perfectly. The crew of the Shydar functioned like a well-oiled machine. Novaal had known this very well; he knew all the members of his squadron. It had been difficult for him to choose the Shydar. Nevood’s skill, however, convinced him—at least he had the honor, Novaal hoped. That was more than he was allowed to claim for himself. His own honor was permanently crushed between his feudal lord and his star of life.


      Another holo appeared. In a way, it unfolded like an ancient scroll. And in every line they saw a Topsidian ship; behind it the dimensions and its presumed weaponry. A warning announced that these were only cautious preliminary estimates and projections. So the actual number of Topsidian units could be even higher.


      And the list already included fifty entries.


      “Reduce speed!” ordered Nevood. He did not comment on the horrific realization that they had apparently stumbled directly upon one of the strongest fortresses of the despotate of Topsid. His order, however, clearly showed how seriously he took this danger.


      The Shydar crept along.


      “Fast-forward!” said Novaal. He didn’t want to waste his time on a panoramic cruise through a solar system. “I want to know what happened.”


      Back on the Shydar bridge, holographic controls for positioning and navigation shone more strongly, and a dull hum was in the air. They had been discovered! Not by one of the warships—there were now sixty-one of them, as a quick glance at the list that continued to unroll revealed—but from a lousy, small, automatic measuring station that had apparently been searching for certain code signs and, of course, had not found them in the case of the Shydar.


      At the same moment that the station had passed on its message, the Naats had also noticed it.


      “Change course, orthogonal from the ecliptic of the system!” thundered Nevood’s voice. “Full power to force fields and propulsion!”


      “Fourteen enemy units heading for us. Arriving in twenty seconds,” the impersonal Arkonide voice of the onboard computer sounded. She didn’t judge; she didn’t show any fear. She merely stated the facts and left the team alone with her personal projections.


      “Hardly,” said the engine officer matter-of-factly.


      “Weapon systems are ready,” reported another Naat. The master of arms apparently expected it to be used soon.


      “We will not face the fight,” Nevood announced, the Shydar already following the new course away from this heavily besieged system, although not due to the oncoming forces. “They’re not worth it, and we’re too easy prey for the approaching vessels. I know what you’re thinking: We are Naats! We can win! But that’s not the point. Our mission is clear. We need to make records for the Reekha, as detailed as possible. You know that this mission could demand the ultimate sacrifice from us. But we will preserve the honor of the Naats.”


      Novaal noticed his gizzard cramping. Nevood kept calm, disciplined, and organized. What an outstanding officer!


      “Ready for emergency transition,” said the engine officer.


      “Enemies within firing range,” rang out another voice.


      Nevood stood motionless as a log. Novaal saw that he was resisting fate.


      Just as we do whenever we roam the desert and find a Great Pit.


      “We’re not going to jump yet. Look at the attack data.”


      The light on the control center trembled, and warning indicators shot up from the depths of the internal onboard diagnostics.


      “Force field hit. Now at twenty-three percent.”


      These were values that were expected of less developed peoples.


      The ships caught up and the hit rate increased. Since the shots were uncoordinated and did not hit at the same time or in the same place, the force field load did not increase as fast as the pure frequency suggested; the energy peaks could be easily compensated.


      “Ready,” said Nevood, but a startled exclamation from the tracking officer drowned out the following words, and the latter went down in a deafening crash practically at the same moment. A small Topsidian unit had transited in the middle of the cruiser’s trajectory. At over fifty percent the speed of light, the Shydar raced right into the ship, which was approaching it at its residual speed. It was as if a bullet had hit her. At the same moment the force fields could no longer withstand the force and collapsed, the small ship exploded.


      Novaal pondered. A robot ship packed with explosives or the suicide mission of a Topsidan pilot?


      A terrible blow struck the Shydar, and only the excellent securing of the center sphere saved the Naats from instant death. The engine power dropped to twenty percent of the standard value, and the energy reactors no longer supplied any energy. Damage reports blossomed like weeds in the holographic representations, which became visibly darker and weaker.


      “Radio?” barked Nevood. The man did not lose his nerve for a second.


      “Intact.”


      “Send Reekha Novaal the logbook and camera reports from the bridge, maximum intensity,” Nevood ordered.


      Then the image turned white. Novaal stood frozen. He saw the other members of the crew; they felt the same way. What were they thinking at that moment? Did they know what was going on inside him? They weren’t allowed to know; he was their Reekha.


      “Honor Commander Nevood!” said Novaal, his voice feeling rough.


      “Honor!” the crew thundered back.


      “You have seen what the dishonorable lizards did to the brave warriors of the Shydar.” Novaal took a deep breath. He was moving on a ledge above a whirlpool of sand. “But Nevood and his crew have retained their honor. They fought as if they were facing a pack of crystal cats. They were strong until the end.”


      The other Naats stared at him. It was difficult for him to interpret their looks correctly. But they didn’t say anything, and that was enough.


      “Get back to work, everyone. I will inform the High Command.” Turning to Krineerk, he said: “I don’t want to be disturbed during the next hour. No one. Do you understand that?”
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