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      “Forgiveness is given six times. This is the seventh time.”


      Feltif de Khemrol



    

  

  
    
      Prologue


      Earlier


      The Sign of the Stars




      D’ihra’s gaze rose to the sky. Shining dots in eternal black.


      “Do you see them?”


      “Who?”


      “The stars. I see myself up there.”


      “You are the brightest of them all.” There was infinite sadness in his voice.


      She replied, “I am not one of the heavenly lights. I am the blackness between them.”


      Godwarn wanted to say something. She looked at him, but he found no words. He was angry, even now. And yet he leaned over to her. He lowered his gaze to the child who must leave D’ihra’s womb and who was now closed to him.


      “Why didn’t you foresee it?” he asked.


      This fool still did not understand that a seer did not snatch all secrets from the future; sometimes the gods gave a glimpse of what was to come, but most of the time they shrouded it.


      Again came a contraction, worse than before. Not only did she feel something tearing inside her, she even heard it. Pain and nausea washed away her clear thoughts. Blood flowed.


      When it was over, D’ihra collapsed. The back of her head struck open. She hardly felt it; her next woe was already approaching. D’ihra knew she couldn’t survive much longer. Soon it would be over. The midwife already held the knife in her hand to cut the child out of her so that at least it remained alive when the mother had to die.


      D’ihra smiled. The child was allowed to see the light of the stars and even that of the nearest sun.


      Suddenly, a figure stood near them. The stranger with the red eyes and the dead, bald skin.


      “Feltif!” cried Godwarn. “What do you want here?”


      While the lower half of D’ihra’s body blazed in flames and the redeeming knife lowered, the newcomer shouted only one word: “No!”


      The midwife faltered briefly. “If I do not act immediately, the child will die in the mother’s womb with—”


      A flash of light hissed, and she froze midsentence and tipped to the side.


      The pain ate up D’ihra’s mind. She saw the gods with open arms and saw them crying. The child wanted to be born. It was urgent. There was another tear and the world blurred. Now, without the midwife’s gratefully awaited knife, she would have to suffer even more. Feltif had done her an evil service.


      The stranger’s scarred gray hand pressed against her cheek while the healthy arm rested on the floor. “I have come to save you.” His red eyes were close in front of her. They were crying. The fingers clutched a flashing, unreal thing. He turned away and bent lower. His ear was shriveled, his skull bald.


      In the next moment, the pain disappeared as if it had never been there. I’m dead, thought D’ihra. At last. She only regretted that she would never see the child.


      But she was alive.


      She didn’t know what had happened, but suddenly Feltif held the child, a boy, in his hands. Its face was wrinkled...wrinkled and soft. A little liquid dripped from his tiny mouth. Clear, dark eyes looked at her, awake and surprised. Afterbirth covered the stranger’s hand.


      “Why am I still alive?” D’ihra asked. “What have you done?”


      Feltif’s breathing was heavy. “Something I should never have done. Forget it!” He placed the boy on her chest. Its little body was warm, and its heart was racing. “I’m leaving now.”


      “Where to?”


      “Where you can’t follow me.”


      “Let me come to you and thank you once the boy—”


      “No!” He turned away.


      D’ihra stared after him while Godwarn remained rigid and silent. The child cried. She pressed it tighter to her breasts; his little fingers groped and his mouth found its target and latched on.


      The stranger turned around again. “Remember that this never happened.”


      D’ihra’s thoughts were perfectly clear, and she saw where Feltif was going.


      The city.


      Then she realized that he was not a human being like everyone who lived there. None of the beings that lived in the bastion at the tip of the big island ever left it. Except Feltif, whom everyone had thought for days was just a traveler from a distant village. Suddenly, she knew better.


      “Come back!” she screamed as both a command and a request. “I have to tell you something!”


      To her surprise, Feltif obeyed. While the boy drank and kicked his legs, the stranger understood her without any additional words and brought his ear close to her mouth.


      “I know where you live.” She spoke so softly that not even Godwarn could hear it. “But I’ll never tell anyone. There is only one thing I ask of you: tell me the name of the city and from where you once came.”


      He slowly drew his head back, and his left hand stroked the newborn’s hair fluff. Then she felt his breath on her temple. “My full name is Feltif de Khemrol,” he whispered. “I came from the stars. They left their mark on me.” He stroked his burned, scarred skin, and his gray hand clenched into a fist. “The city forbidden to you and your kind bears the name Atlantis.”


      “You are a god,” she said.


      “No,” he lied.


      But she knew better.

    

  

  
    
      1.


      What You’d Like to Forget


      Crest da Zoltral




      The chaos was gone, and for the first time in an eternity, Crest found time to take care of something that he would have preferred to forget...


      His pain.


      Tramp lay behind them; the war, the suffering, and the surprising knowledge of the people and the planet of the Ilts seemed to be far in the distance. The Peskar XXV, the auxiliary craft used by the three time-traveling refugees—Crest, Michalovna, and Trker-Hon—was now...somewhere.


      The translight trip had led them blindly into space. It had been the only way to escape. The Arkonide knew that he actually had to worry about whether they were in danger again, whether they were now drifting in the middle of one of the numerous other battlefields of this war. Actually. But he couldn’t. His body demanded his attention.


      He was far too ill to rush through a war zone in a stolen craft and try to escape the Methanes. They had simply spread everywhere during this time, in the final phase of the Great War, ten thousand years in the past.


      Confusing, isn’t it? asked the familiar voice of his extra sense somewhere in the midst of his excruciating pain. Are the Methanes everywhere? Or were they an eternity ago?


      What does that matter? Crest replied in a silent thought dialogue. We are stuck in the past, and even semantic subtleties won’t change that. Eternal life is as distant as it has always been, if not further away than ever.


      It didn’t make a difference whether they phrased anything correctly or not: the war threatened to destroy them all between the fronts if the cancer that ate his body from the inside didn’t kill him first.


      A dull feeling of numbness emanated from his neck. He groped over the cervical vertebrae and regretted it immediately. Even the slight pressure was too much. He heard something crack and felt dizzy and nauseous.


      The craft’s bridge turned, the ground in front of him rose steeply into the air, the ceiling tilted down as a side wall. Crest was looking for something to hold on to, because of course it wasn’t the Peskar XXV that was moving, but rather he who had lost his balance. Pull yourself together!


      Only when Tatiana Michalovna screamed and Trker-Hon fell across the room in a bizarre movement, with rowing arms and his tail dangling, did Crest realize that he was wrong in this case. His surroundings actually were moving. The sound of a detonation stifled the Earth woman’s scream, and the blast wave smashed into the Arkonide’s back. Helpless, he staggered forward and hit the ground.


      Instinctively, he raised his arms to protect his head. Heat raced over him in a scorching wave. The air was swirling, and as he peeked out from under his elbow, he saw that Trker-Hon was now lying on the ground, which had been a side wall until the blast. The Topsidan’s back was scorched as a fire fizzled out on him.


      Crest heard only a muffled roar, mixed more and more with a murmur—perhaps his own blood, driven by his weakening heartbeat. The universe collapsed, and the center that took up all the burden was him, Crest, the old, dying Arkonide. His foolish search for healing in eternal life was over. He could hardly breathe even though he opened his mouth wide. His lungs did not want to absorb any lifesaving oxygen. Michalovna appeared in his field of vision. Her mouth moved. She was shouting something, but he heard nothing.


      For a moment, he wondered if the noise of the explosion had made him numb, but then a high-pitched whirring sound rang out. The metallic floor was torn open, and a shredded supply cable shot up as if it were an attacking, angry snake. Blue sparks burst out of its end and danced weightlessly in the air before burning up. There were multiple bright flashes, followed by loud static.


      Crest wanted to stand on his feet, but his legs gave way under him. The pain, it was too much. Everything was too much. The anguish in his body pulled him towards an abyss where the promise of forgetting his surroundings cheerfully beckoned.


      Someone grabbed him. He saw Michalovna’s face above him.


      “The ship’s lost!” The Arkonide heard it said like a distant whisper, though her contorted expression meant that it had no doubt been screamed. “What should we do?”


      Something ran wet over his upper lip. Blood from your nose. His extra sense’s comment wasn’t necessary, nor was its sober, crystal clear statement: It comes to an end with you.


      “Call for help,” he said. He could not hear himself. Then he closed his eyes and embraced unconsciousness and approaching death.




      Water dripping from the end of a pipe.


      Green leaves moving easily in a barely noticeable wind.


      An earthly beast crawls infinitely slowly over a wall: a snail.


      On an abandoned table stands a glass of clear liquid.


      A metallic wind chime rotates lazily, with a glass ball in its center.


      In a swimming pool, a single eye drifts until it is sucked away in the overflow.


      And all this in monotonous colorlessness and ghostly silence.


      They are confused images, meaningless details from his past, which emerge in the darkness and pass just as quickly as he swims towards a small point of light. Eyes look at him, and from somewhere comes a voice:


      C...


      An Arkonide dwelling funnel, the house he grew up in when he wasn’t on a spaceship. His mother’s face.


      ...r...


      The realization: eternal life is the dream of a fool, and the legends lie, even if they are spread over the entire known galaxy.


      ...e...


      The knowledge of passing away brings grief.


      ...s...


      Grief that he will not see Thora again, whom he adopted as a daughter and who has been a comfort to him.


      ...t.


      The name stretches for a century and a second, and something claps his cheek. Slight pain until...




      “Crest!”


      The Arkonide tried to answer immediately, but failed.


      “I gave you an ampoule.”


      What does that mean? He couldn’t think clearly. No wonder.


      “Wake up, Crest! We need you!”


      He did not know where the small point of light somewhere far in front of him was coming from, but the eyes that looked at him from that point of light were those of Tatiana Michalovna. He lifted his eyelids, blinked, and through a veil of tears peered at the Russian woman’s figure.


      “It was the last ampoule, Crest, but I...”


      “The last one?” he asked, remembering. The pain-relieving ampoules that the Ilt Nurghe had given him on Tramp—his lifeline. But there had been many more.


      She also understood without further explanation what he was getting at. “The others were destroyed. The explosions on the ship, you know?”


      He didn’t know. “What happened?”


      “Too many hits before we could escape. Our craft is a wreck that stubbornly refuses to break apart. But it won’t last much longer.” She formulated the news with clear, sober words and a lot of bitterness in her voice. “We’ve sent a signal for help, exactly as you ordered.”


      I can’t command you, he thought, but he didn’t say it. It would have been a waste of time. “Is there already...a reaction?” he asked instead. It was infinitely difficult for him to speak; every word was torment. His throat was dry. At the edge of his thoughts grew the horror that the pain-relieving ampoules had been destroyed. Just like that, casually, as if it didn’t mean much. But when the effect of the current dose wore off and the crippling pain returned, there would be no more pharmaceutical help. Not without a miracle.


      And miracles did not exist.


      Or did they?


      Because Michalovna was silent, he repeated: “Has there been a reaction to the call for help?”


      She shook her head.


      “Are the Methanes nearby?” he asked. At this stage of the war, they were everywhere. They contaminated space like a plague, waging a merciless war of annihilation against the Arkonides.


      She shook her head again, so at least they didn’t need to worry about them.


      Most of the knowledge about this war had disappeared into the darkness of the past; after all, it had been ten thousand years ago, and historiography had to interpret far too much to speak of facts. History in this case was the lie that most researchers had agreed upon.


      “What do you know about the Methanes, Crest?” asked Trker-Hon. The scaly skin around his bulging lizard snout shone. His tail dragged over a piece of torn ground. His tongue was briefly visible; it was bleeding.


      Crest hesitated. “Hardly anything. Except that they call themselves Maahks and don’t breathe oxygen,” he finally said. “This war is too far back. However, researchers do agree on one point.”


      “And that would be?” asked Michalovna impatiently.


      “The Methanes were inferior to the Arkonides in terms of weaponry. In direct battle, a single Arkonide ship would always win.”


      “But?”


      “But they compensated for this disadvantage by having tremendous numerical superiority. Like locusts, they spread millions of times across contested areas and penetrated everywhere bit by bit.”


      “As in the case of Tramp?”


      “Nevertheless, the Arkonides ultimately won this war,” Crest confirmed.


      “How?” asked the Russian.


      He could only give a disappointing answer. “If only we knew... Supposedly, there was a silver bullet.”


      They were silent, and Crest was only now aware of how good he felt. The contents of the ampoule, the last ampoule, had worked wonders. He stood up and even succeeded without much effort. He wasted no thought on what might come. The destruction of the Peskar XXV threatened to kill him anyway.


      “Is there access to the—”


      Automated repair mechanisms, he had been about to say. Something literally tore the word from his lips—not another explosion, but an alarm signal and an emergency hologram popping up despite the damage. It showed three Methane ships.


      So, their emergency call had been received after all...but not by those who should have heard it.





      Demeira on Thanos




      “Demeira! Don’t forget your duty!”


      There was no such voice, but that did not change the fact that Demeira on Thanos, fleet commander of the battle cruiser Ektem and thus, currently, leader of the convoy of two light and two heavy cruisers and the fifteen associated transports, could hear the words just as well as if they had been spoken right next to her.


      “Demeira! Don’t forget your duty!”


      Or: “Demeira! You are a soldier of the Space Academy!”


      Or, worse than all that: “Demeira! I expect it from you!”


      Her father had always pronounced her name as only he did, from the beginning, for as long as she could remember, with the eccentrically exaggerated syllable pronunciation Dem-e-i-ra, as if it were four words, and the last letter sounded almost like “or.” He would never admit it, and she had to give him credit for never saying it, but she had read it a thousand times in his eyes that he had wanted a son and not a daughter. His whole life was ultimately broken, and she, Demeira, had blamed herself for years because she did not possess the strength of her mother in this regard, who overlooked it with imperious arrogance and continued to devote herself to the wine of the sweet Raitschan slopes.


      Duty had been everything to him, and that’s how she felt now. Mostly. Officially. As a high-ranking military officer, as commander of a battleship and its convoy in the middle of a war with the Methanes, she had no other choice. But there was a little more to her life. A small voice in the back of her head, which joined that of her extra sense, had activated exactly ten years ago, telling her that she had to hear and follow the distress call of an Arkonide ship.


      Orders and structures were one thing; life was completely different. This correlation corresponded roughly to the relationship between military strategy and the fighting of a soldier at the front; there were a lot of similarities, but also huge differences.


      When her decision was made, she suddenly had to laugh, in the middle of the bridge on the Ektem, in her commander’s seat, surrounded by shimmering holographs: Don’t forget your duty! This time it was not the voice of memory that spoke to her, but that of her extra sense that called for order. She couldn’t hold back her laughter, even if it meant that the team gave her surprised looks. Deadly for discipline on board, but good for them, because it wiped away their last concerns. Now more than ever! Her decision had been made, and why was she in the rank of commander if not to decide for herself what seemed necessary and appropriate?


      So she decided to forget her duty and follow her feelings. Was it really just a coincidence that they had picked up an Arkonide distress call during their waiting time in normal space between two transition jumps until the engines reported full operational capability again? Or was there more to it? Fate? The hand of the gods?


      “Change of plan and course,” she said. “We will fly to the source of the distress call.” At the same time, her fingers casually scurried over a holographic button, sending the corresponding data set to the pilot’s seat.


      He hesitated. “Commander?”


      “What is unclear about this order?” she asked. “Or do you mean to tell me that I have to take control personally?”


      The pilot stiffened. “Of course not. I’ll set the course.”


      Demeira felt good, better than at any moment since she, through an intermediary, had received the Emperor’s order: His Million-Eyed Majesty, long may he rule, long may he shit light, until one day he burns. She was doing the right thing. The Emperor liked to plan everything, and he might even be right thanks to his hundreds of advisors...but he wasn’t out here experiencing the war.


      It is a misery to have to listen to your thoughts, her extra sense spoke up.


      Why? Are you ashamed of me? You probably forget that you could not exist without me. We are one. You are me.


      Do you really think I need you to point this out to me? But one more thing, Demeira, my dear: the reverse is also true. You are me too. And without me, you would never have come this far. Commander with a secret mission from the Emperor? That is only possible if an Arkonide has an activated extra sense.


      Continue, she thought. What are you getting at?


      Nothing. I just wanted to tell you what you...


      What I already know. So, do you have anything useful to contribute to the current situation, extra sense?


      She enjoyed every second of this inner banter. She felt free. Free from the constraints of their mission. Free from the overpowering hand of her father and the entire Arkonide Empire. Free from the millions of eyes of the Emperor, who in reality bore only two on his face: the other 999,998 were said to be carried by his 499,999 compliant helpers in all areas of the Empire, licking his imperial boots.


      Heretical thoughts indeed; considerations that she was never allowed to say out loud. The Emperor may have been a good ruler, better than many before him, at least, but that didn’t mean Demeira worshipped him as a god. She preferred to think for herself. And if that meant she was responding to a cry for help to save Arkonides in need, so be it.


      Yes, she felt so good that she could almost forget about the cursed Methanes who seemed to have more ships every single day. The damn brood of poison gas-breathers was everywhere.


      Demeira, Demeira, reprimanded her extra sense, I hardly recognize you.


      Is that so? She grinned. Then, off to a glorious future! Let’s see what awaits us!


      As if on cue, the pilot announced at that very moment that he had calculated the course and that the Ektem, along with the units of the whole convoy, was about to leave. “The engines are ready to follow your command in a few moments for takeoff.”


      The way he emphasized it left no doubt that he wanted to absolve himself of any guilt for the automatic recording protocol. He had obeyed an order, no more, exactly as was expected of him. The responsibility was born by Commander Demeira on Thanos, who broke the iron rule of war in these seconds: there were no rescue missions in view of the numerical superiority of the Methanes. Those who stayed behind were left behind. Nothing and no one could change that. Except for the will of the one who commanded a spaceship.


      Let’s hope, Demeira thought, that it’s worth it.


      The convoy transitioned into translight flight.





      Crest da Zoltral




      An explosion, far too close, tore Michalovna from her feet. For a moment, she swayed in a bizarre posture, much too far backwards, before hitting the ground. Crest tried to grab her and give her support, but he struggled to keep from falling himself.


      A tongue of flame, first colorless, then blazing bright white, shot from the ceiling. It fizzled out within the blink of an eye. What remained was the stench of burnt oxygen. Crest knew how narrowly they had just escaped death.


      A high-energy outburst, analyzed his extra sense in its typical sober way within a millisecond. Plasmatic gas from the supply lines has been released. The energy has ignited the oxygen molecules. A chain reaction would easily have been possible.


      Why have we been spared?


      His extra sense hesitated for only a second—half an eternity by its standards. Luck was its analysis, which was as imprecise as it was illogical.


      Something pounded from behind against the back of Crest’s knee. With a cry, he gave in and fell. He spun during the fall to see who had attacked him, instinctively raising his arms in self-defense.


      Michalovna’s leg was still stretched out. Crest’s gaze turned upwards. Where his head had just been, an energetic field of separation and isolation flickered. Behind it, it wafted brightly like the interior of a sun.


      “What is that?” asked Michalovna. Of course, she hadn’t attacked him but saved him, without him realizing what was going on.


      “A slightly delayed chain reaction,” he replied. “To put it simply, the air is burning up there. The ship’s Positronic has set up an automatic protective and insulating field that contains the energy outburst. Behind it, temperatures beyond our imagination prevail. If the field hadn’t installed an optical damper at the same time, we wouldn’t be able to take a look at it without going blind.”


      “That force field nearly cut right through you!”


      Crest took a deep breath. Right down my throat, he thought. “The emergency system couldn’t take me into consideration.”


      “Radical method,” said the Russian in a caustic voice.


      “That saved the ship, plus you and Trker-Hon. Without the protective field, not even ashes would have remained of us.” Despite his sober analysis, his fingers trembled. Even in retrospect, fear constricted his throat. Still, he couldn’t suppress the feeling that it was a merciful death: quick and without a thought to even realize what was happening. One second alive, the next atomized.


      “And now?” asked Trker-Hon. He crawled towards the two, repeatedly glancing up at the shimmering wall of energy. “Now it will be even harder to gain control of the ship than before! All holograms of external observation have failed! Most recently, we saw that Methane ships arrived. Should we just sit here and wait until they finish off our...wreck with a few targeted shots?”


      Crest hesitated.


      There is only one answer, commented his extra sense.


      But the Arkonide did not want to say it. It sounded too final. Too sobering. Too cruel.


      “Crest!” urged the Topsidan.


      So he said it. “Yes.” He closed his eyes. “Let’s wait for death together.”


      Suddenly, he felt a touch. He looked. Michalovna’s fingers were wrapped around his. She nodded barely noticeably. One last consolation, he thought. We won’t die alone.

    

  

  
    
      2.


      Escaping War and Fate


      D’ihra




      D’ihra looked anxiously at the sky. Not only did one of the flashing tears of stars pass over the bright blue, but a storm was also brewing. If they ventured out to sea, there was a risk that the coming storm would cost them their lives. However, waiting longer and delaying the departure could prove to be just as deadly.


      She turned to her brother. “What shall I do?” she asked, so quietly that no one but him heard. The other three were far enough away. “We don’t have much time left.”


      Egmogast giggled barely audibly before answering her. She undoubtedly understood him as the only one of her small group of refugees because she had had to endure his cumbersome language for eighteen years now...since his birth, when she herself had been an infant of just over a dozen moons. He had been born with a tiny tongue, much too small for his broad mouth. For most, therefore, his words were only the incomprehensible sounds of an imbecile.


      “Since the war has raged, every sunrise has been a grace. Tell yourself, how many with whom we once shared our lives have died? We all have little time left, one way or another.”


      This was not the choice of words of a mentally disabled person, but of a man with the sharpest mind D’ihra knew. Although it did not look like it at first glance, he was blessed by the gods, as was she, albeit in a different way.


      Of course, Egmogast was right. But his words didn’t provide an answer to the question that bothered her. Should they leave or wait until the next day for the storm to pass?


      As a seer, the others trusted her; she had to make the decision for the few refugees who had set out in the chaos of those days to seek refuge in the mysterious city on the coast across the sea...in Atlantis, as she knew since that night. She had kept her word and never spoken the strange name, just as she had promised the god named Feltif de Khemrol after the birth of her son.


      “You decide,” said her brother: Yedssi, the others heard, no more. He didn’t even bother to whisper.


      She nodded. If there was still salvation for those who trusted her, it was at their destination, the city of the gods. Or those who had come from the stars, as Feltif had claimed. But this goal had to wait, at least one more day. To venture into the storm would be mere foolishness.


      “We won’t leave until tomorrow!” she ordered, this time loud enough for everyone to hear.


      Then she looked at the shore and the vastness of the sea. Back there, somewhere, Atlantis was waiting.


      And in the mysterious city, she would hopefully also meet the stranger who had saved her life the night her son was born. She guarded his name like a treasure. Feltif was the only one who could answer the question that burned in her thoughts:


      Why had it come to this?


      Why had a god risen from heaven and helped her and her son in his human form if the little one had to die two solar orbits later?


      And why was D’ihra condemned to live on feeling the pain of not only no longer being a mother, but also a widow?




      She was still staring out at the sea, immersed in the eternal questions that occupied all her thoughts, when Morokar’s warning cry startled her and her companions.


      It was immediately clear to her what it meant. Enemy scouts had tracked them down and attacked. If it wasn’t a small squad, they were all as good as dead.


      Gods, what have I done?


      If only she had led them into the boat, out to sea, into the storm. Nothing could be worse than the anger and thirst for blood of their opponents. For several moons they had been descending on one village after another. They pillaged, they murdered, and if the women and girls did not flee in time, a horrible existence awaited them in the slavery of those savages, as playmates for the warriors.


      D’ihra did not know what drove the hordes to attack; no one knew. Since the time of their grandfathers, their enemy had not ventured over the mountains, but suddenly they had been there, without a sign, like demons from the underworld, with bright red painted faces and murderous axes. The gods had also been silent and had not sent D’ihra, their seer, a single sign. Not even bad dreams full of darkness and blood.


      Egmogast appeared next to her out of nowhere, a throwing knife in his hand. He put his left hand on her shoulder for a moment, reassuringly. “Come!” he whispered. “Chonn.” He pulled her with him, along the beach. In the distance, a gray wall of clouds rose above the sea. Their destination lay in the bushes, the foothills of which protruded into the water, to where her boat was anchored.


      They had agreed to meet there in an emergency. D’ihra called it Star Barge because it was supposed to take them to the city of those who, according to Feltif, had come from the stars. At the top, formed from reeds and papyrus like the entire boat, she had carved one of the nocturnal zodiac signs so that it would guide her.


      Then the noise of a struggle, estimated to be ten, at most twenty meters away. Morokar and the others were fighting back.


      Weapons clinked. Another scream, and suddenly Morokar burst out of the bushes. He was holding a sword, but he didn’t attack, instead staggering backwards. He fled as he had, to D’ihra’s knowledge, never done before in his life. The left side of his face, neck and shoulder underneath were covered in blood. A piece of fabric dangled in front of a pale piece of bone.


      One of their opponents followed. He wore a helmet with four hornlike tips on the angular skull. Black lines ran across the broad upper body. Around his neck hung a chain, the details of which D’ihra could take in with a quick glance, because she had seen it far too often and knew the obnoxious customs of her enemies only too well since they had begun attacking. A myriad of small, white finger bones dangled from it: one for every adversary killed.


      Just as the attacker was reaching out with his axe to hit Morokar again, Egmogast’s arm shot forward at D’ihra’s side at lightning speed. The throwing knife twirled in the air several times and found its target with deadly accuracy. The young seer even thought she heard the crashing sound with which the blade penetrated the skull bone. A gurgling sound followed, then three more steps. First the axe fell, and immediately afterwards, so did the enemy.


      Morokar approached her. “Three more,” he said, bleeding profusely.


      “You’re...” D’ihra began.


      He cut her off. “Not as bad as it looks.”


      She couldn’t imagine it. Rather, it seemed to her a miracle that Morokar was still alive at all. “There are at least three enemy warriors left,” he repeated.


      Egmogast was already standing by the corpse and in the next moment held the throwing knife in his hand again. With the other, he picked up the enemy’s axe. Without saying a word, he handed the knife to D’ihra.


      She grabbed the blade without hesitation. She hated using weapons to defend herself, but fate was not so gracious as to give her the choice.


      The siblings stood back-to-back, looked around, waited for the attack of the other opponents. D’ihra stood so close that she could hear the heavy breathing of the injured Morokar.


      She gave him a look. He was deathly pale, and his eyes gleamed as if in fever.





      Feltif de Khemrol




      The inhabitants of this world were stubborn and haughty. Just like the best Arkonides.


      Feltif de Khemrol liked them. They were barbarians, but he had lost his heart to them.


      No one could misunderstand the orders and guidelines for life in Atlantis. For all the Arkonides whom fate, or the will of the Emperor, had led to this remote colony of the Great Empire: no contact with the natives, no interference in their culture, and certainly no mixing with them. Fraternization was strictly forbidden


      Like every other Arkonide on the planet, Feltif de Khemrol knew the rules all too well. But he did not comply, and although there was no justification for it, something eased his guilty conscience. Atlan, the supreme commander of Atlantis, personally knew the escapades of his Tato and covered them up.


      For more than two planetary years, Feltif had repeatedly fled the city for hours or days into the world of the savages, as the other Arkonides called them. For him, they were much more than that—beings full of naivety and zest for action, as inventive and sensitive as they were primitive and brutal. A contradictory people with enormous potential, which touched and fascinated Feltif. He described them to himself as a people full of possibilities that were still hidden deep within them, but that sometimes flashed out if you looked very closely.


      Moreover, the Tato could not deny that he was tired of the eternal battle of the Arkonides against the Methanes. He had fought enough battles between the stars, won victories, and one day burned in enemy fire in the truest sense of the word. The Great Empire was at war, and the Methanes were bleeding it dry by repeatedly striking with hundreds of ships.


      The people of this planet also knew war, but they were fighting for survival. The war waged by the Methanes, on the other hand, was incomprehensible to him: the Arkonides had nothing that the Methanes could use. And if there were conflicts on Larsaf III, they were conducted by primitive means. Axes, swords, slingshots, spears; they were able to cause brutal wounds in individual cases, but what were all the weapons of this world compared to a single shot from the thermal weapon of an Arkonide battleship? How heavy did a dozen deaths weigh when two villages marched against each other, compared to the explosion of a heavy cruiser, in which a thousand crew and passengers drifted among the stars in the eternal nothingness of space?


      And in the midst of such a Larsaf war, Feltif found himself in these hours, much to his displeasure. He sought peace in the cool, stone buildings, through whose rough window niches the view often reached far over the forests of the plains and rolling hills. He loved the lives of these people, from their laughter around their campfires to the smell of smoke and sizzling meat to the stories they told each other.


      However, as he marched along the shores of the great sea east of Atlantis, watching the impending storm above the water, he heard the sounds of battle: screams, the clinking of weapons. After some thought, he decided not to interfere, but just as he made this decision, he was angry with himself.


      Do not interfere.


      This was exactly what he had been commanded. The commandment, which he was violating anyway solely by his presence in this area on the west coast of the great continent in the vicinity of the Arkonide colony; by the fact that he had left Atlantis in the first place. Nevertheless, his military training ran deep and he wanted to exercise almost reflexive restraint.


      “Now more than ever,” he said to himself and to the vastness of the sea.


      With a quick glance, he checked whether his bioplastic mask was sitting correctly. Perfect. No one would recognize him as an Arkonide: his eyes were dark like those of the inhabitants of this area, his hair not white but a dark brown, and the burns on his face would go unnoticed. Even those who knew him would not recognize him.


      He had already observed several small battles of this kind from a distance. The distribution of roles was clear; the inhabitants of this area took on the role of victims. The aggressors were muscular warriors with painted faces and minimalist armor made of leather and simple metal; true battle colossi, similar to gladiators. Nevertheless, a man like Feltif was far superior to them, even without a handgun. The elegant, Arkonide Dagor melee technique was superior to any brute force.


      He followed the noise and the screams along the shore. Waves rolled in from the sea, now slightly agitated by the approaching storm, and washed around his feet.


      Feltif de Khemrol was ready.





      D’ihra




      D’ihra smelled the stench of sweat and blood, and she now believed that it would be the last thing she took away from this life.


      Why weren’t they attacking?


      “There are three more waiting for us?” asked Harufont, who a few moons ago had ground the village’s harvested grain and baked it into flatbreads mixed with water and spices; he had never harmed anyone. When the attackers had overrun their village, he had smashed the skull of one of them with a millstone. Since then, his eyes constantly jerked back and forth whenever D’ihra saw him, and he seemed as if he had never slept longer than a fraction of a night after.


      Morokar raised his blood-soaked arm. “At least. I saw three. Maybe more?”


      D’ihra’s fingers clung to the handle of her throwing knife.


      “There!” said Egmogast as clearly as he could. That one word was probably understood by the others, especially since her brother’s hand pointed in a certain direction.


      D’ihra also recognized a movement in the bushes. She tensed. But it was not the angry enemies that rushed forth, but a single man who slowly stepped out. Brown hair, dark eyes, simple but robust clothes...and above all, a completely calm, serene posture. He raised both unarmed hands and held them out to them. “You are no longer in danger.”


      No one replied or even moved. D’ihra realized that she had to take on the role of leader once again. “What have you done?” That was more important than any courtesies or the question of who the stranger was. Nevertheless, she remained suspicious. What if it was an enemy trap?


      “Your enemies are dead.” The newcomer spoke with strange emphasis, as if he had only recently learned her language.


      “You killed them all...”


      “I was lucky,” he interrupted her. Apparently, he understood exactly what she was getting at. “I was able to sneak up and overpower them from behind. Not a fair fight, but those...beasts didn’t deserve one anyway.”


      “I agree!” said Harufont. It sounded less determined and radical to D’ihra’s ears than he would have liked.


      The stranger lowered his arms. “May I come closer?”


      D’ihra made an inviting hand gesture. “We owe our lives to you.”


      “Don’t be too hasty.” Her brother was now talking so fast again that surely no one but she could understand his ponderous sounds. “Maybe there are other enemies hiding nearby? We have to be careful. And who knows if this stranger doesn’t belong to them and has set a trap for us?”


      Egmogast was right. Despite the good fortune of having escaped murderous hand-to-hand combat, they could not allow themselves to become reckless.


      “Are you sure you killed them all?” She asked the newcomer. Only now, when he was only a few steps away, did she discover the dark stains on his clothes; the blood of their enemies. But something didn’t feel right, though she was unable to put it into words. Suddenly, her mistrust grew. Who was this stranger who had appeared out of nowhere and saved her?


      Just like back then.


      As soon as this thought occurred to her, she thought she recognized something in him; the way he moved brought back memories. His face looked completely different, and without her position resembling that night two solar cycles before in such a startling way, she would never have been able to draw the connection so quickly.


      It’s him. Again, he has appeared out of nowhere and saved me.


      She looked at him, and he turned away, looking one by one at the four men: Egmogast, Harufont, Komelur, and finally Morokar. His gaze lingered on the latter. “Let me look at your wound,” he pleaded.


      “What do you think you can do?” Morokar asked gruffly.


      “I know how to treat injuries.”


      Oh yes, thought D’ihra. You understand some things, Feltif de Khemrol, god who descended from the stars. She put her hand on Morokar’s uninjured shoulder. “Leave him. I...see that he will help you.”


      “Is that so?” asked the stranger.


      She sensed that he was avoiding her gaze. “The gods have revealed it to me. They sometimes give me impressions from the future.”


      “From the future,” the other repeated thoughtfully.


      “We are trying to reach the strange city on the other side of the sea with our boat. Have you heard of it?”


      He was silent for a few moments. “The city?” he asked.


      She smiled. “We are seeking refuge there from the turmoil of war and the aggressors from the East. We hope the Rakers won’t follow us there. Will you accompany us?”


      Now he looked at her. He recognized her, no doubt. The only question was whether he thought it possible that she recognized him as well, despite his perfect disguise. He pointed to the Star Barge floating on the light waves of the shore. “Using this boat?”


      D’ihra nodded.


      “I’ll accompany you,” he said at last.

    

  

  
    
      3.


      A Warship without Battles


      Tarts de Telomar




      The disharmonious, steady buzzing changed its frequency every few breaths. Sometimes it sounded louder, sometimes quieter, then higher or lower, but never completely disappeared.


      It was annoying like so many others, but it could hardly sour Tarts de Telomar’s mood any further. The commander of the Tosoma lay with his battleship in the shadow of a sun not far from Larsaf’s star...and waited.


      For far too long. He lurked like a predatory spider in its burrow, except that the mindless animal had nothing better to do than fulfill its primitive purpose in life, while he was left wondering why he was wasting his precious time. But he was acting on the highest orders. Atlan had sent him, the lord of the colony, to Larsaf III, which had given him the name “Atlantis” after Atlan’s own name—much to the displeasure of his old confidant and disciple. Atlan had not resisted, yet he had let his teacher and companion go. Tarts was proud of his neologism. It was playful and yet meaningful.


      Atlantis. A good sound for a bad, shabby colony that should never have been founded. But as far as his influence at the Emperor’s court extended, Tarts’s hands had been tied, and they still were. So much so that he had to wait with all the might of his Tosoma for some wandering mutts: Methanes that might one day materialize with their ships in this deserted area of the galaxy. A task for a cadet in his early years at the Space Academy.


      “Commander?” The question came from Cunor ter Pelgan, one of the officers whose names the superiors knew from the beginning, be it for better or for worse. People like him immediately stood out.


      Tarts wondered if he should ignore the radio request that Cunor ter Pelgan had given the low priority identifier. But he also knew that the weapons officer would not rest until the conversation finally took place. And Tarts could hardly imagine a time when he’d had even less to do than in those moments. Boredom was a bad counselor. “Yes?” he replied resignedly.


      “May I speak frankly?”


      If you didn’t, I would have taken you out of my ship’s headquarters long ago and let you monitor the garbage robots. “In the conference room.”


      Tarts handed over command to his deputy for the duration of his absence on the bridge and got up. He passed the projected holo controls without crossing them, as it had become a bad habit for some officers when they thought they were unobserved. In their deactivated state, it didn’t cause any damage, but it still seemed...inappropriate. A ship like the Tosoma demanded a certain respect.


      He reached the entrance to the small conference room in front of Cunor ter Pelgan, just as military precedence dictated. At least the inferior officer was smart enough to abide by the simplest rules.


      Tarts entered, stopped in front of the table anchored in the floor, and watched as his officer also entered the room. He was very familiar with his file.


      Cunor ter Pelgan was as slim as he was tall; one did not see the enormous tenacity and resilience which, by all accounts, distinguished him. He was considered the best melee fighter of his year at the Space Academy on Arkon and had achieved true mastery in the Dagor. In some other areas, however, he hadn’t managed great marks. Thus, while teachers in diplomacy and military strategy attested to his innovative ideas and creative approaches to problem-solving strategies, they also pointed out that he did not think far enough ahead and that his ability to recognize his own mistakes was virtually nonexistent. In a word, a daredevil, as occurred in many young noble families. Life undoubtedly held some surprises for him to make him a truly good officer.


      A service unit glided up. “Refreshments?” it asked in a perfectly modulated voice, inappropriate for a plain, conical machine. Instead of a simple, shiny metallic something, it would have to belong to an expensively dressed Arkonide woman of noble origin.


      Tarts ordered water, tasteless and freed from all trace elements by a complicated multistep filtering process. This was the only way to bear it after months of storage in warships. Many laughed at him behind closed doors because of this peculiarity, denied that there was a difference, but Tarts knew what he liked without being able to blame it on the stubbornness of old age.


      Cunor, on the other hand, ordered a dark wine. Of course, the wine had been freed from all alcohol content during service hours and was artificially produced on board the Tosoma. A disgusting drink, in Tarts’s opinion, that had about as much to do with a wine from Arkon’s slopes as a delicate steak with a pile of beef dung, but alas, to each his own. There were more important things.


      Hopefully.


      “Well?” he asked, looking at his weapons officer invitingly.


      “Since you have already allowed me to speak frankly, Commander...”


      “Of course!”
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