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1
CANDIDATE WORLD 6P6

Pyrik closed his eyes, transformed his right arm into a hammer with exactly four clonks of mass and tapped against the metal-hard bark of the plant. The sound continued with the expected speed. Pyrik repeated the attempt, but this time he bent his knees backwards. There it was again, the discontinuity, a jump in the echo that sounded as if someone was holding their breathing holes shut. Somewhere in the transition to the root, the plant was hiding a secret it did not want to reveal.
Pyrik pushed his knees straight again, even though it was more uncomfortable this way. But it was not proper for a second-class Analyzer to bend his legs. It would mean bending to his colleagues. All of them. And even if they did not believe him, he did not want to give them that satisfaction.
He raised his arm. The hammer shrank as the nanites retreated. Only his hand remained. It was a miracle he still appreciated, even though he had possessed the augmentation since his appointment as an Analyzer. Pyrik moved each of his seven fingers individually, imagining he was playing a Hexola. The delicate limbs obeyed his thought commands even when he disconnected the current from his general thoughts. Fascinated, he watched his hand follow a composition by Kroprik the Younger.
It was a pity he did not have a Hexola at his disposal. The mighty devices with their six-hole pipes were normally only found in cathedrals of light, where all the servants of the sun gathered for the rising of the respective central star. Pyrik had an idea. He carefully moved his hand to the huge plant in front of him. His fingers moved tirelessly, creating virtual sounds that he could only hear because he knew the Kroprik Spirates by heart. Finally, his fingers touched the rough surface.
Even now they continued to tap. The delicate, translucent fingertips felt the organic surface. Perhaps it was his imagination, but Pyrik had the feeling that they were penetrating deeper into the hard skin of the plant than was physically possible. And then it happened: a green glow climbed down the trunk and made him raise his head. The light penetrated from the millions of leaves above, and continued with a dappled pattern on the branches, finally reaching the trunk itself.
That was it! A feeling of bliss washed over Pyrik. He had to slow himself down, close himself off to the outside, otherwise it would also reach his colleagues who were experimenting on other parts of this plant. His right hand played the Spirate, and the plant responded with a constantly changing glow that had a magical effect on him. Pyrik just managed to activate the recording supervisor before he completely lost his composure. He grabbed the breathing holes with his left hand, opened and closed them in the order Koprik had given him seven times seven times seven cycles ago and blew all his air into them.
A mighty scream swelled from his comparatively tiny body, echoing through the dome, finding its way into the adjoining labs and causing his colleagues to respond in kind. It was too much. Pyrik squirmed, his whole body twisting in on itself. He wanted to shake off the bliss, but it would not let him, and he could only hope that his independently controlled hand would soon reach the end of the notes. And when it finally did, he collapsed breathlessly onto the hard ground next to the plant and lost consciousness.

"What are you doing here during the eclipse?"
Garok was crouching so close above him that he could only see his left eye. Pyrik tried to close his breathing holes inconspicuously because his superior must have recently slurped a seaweed apple. He was only partially successful because he could not stop breathing. Only then was he able to think about Garok's question. What had happened? He moved his fingers. At least they were no longer tapping out music. So there was hope that Garok had not realized the full extent of his failure. But was his assessment even correct? After all, he had made the plant react to him. The green glow had not been seen by a sun worshipper for a long time, and he had managed to evoke it. He let out a deep sound of satisfaction.
With a jerk, his superior rose to his feet and stood upright, his knees almost painfully bent. To the black hole, too! Hopefully he had not misunderstood his simple statement as an attempt to influence him with the help of his abdominal voice. No adult could be so clumsy as to use this method with colleagues, especially not if they were of a higher rank.
"I didn't mean it that way," Pyrik said to be on the safe side.
Garok replied with a barrage of high and middle tones that seemed to have no meaning - until he finished his sentence and Pyrik realized that he had simply reversed his own sentence. His superior was making fun of him!
"You put the Starafa in danger," Garok said.
What? Pyrik could not believe his ears. He had made the plant glow!
"It..."
"Quiet," ordered his superior. "You left the skylight open while you slept peacefully in the shade of the Starafa."
Slept? That was impossible. He still remembered the scream. Had the plant emitted it or had it been him? Why had Garok not heard it? He had to watch the recording, but first he had to get rid of his superior. The best way to do that was to agree with him.
"It's true, I should have closed the skylight..." he whistled from two of his upper breathing holes.
But then he broke off because the shock hit him in the pouch. If the skylight had been open, the unfiltered air of the Candidate World must have entered. Starafa was in no way ready for that. Had he killed her?
Garok looked at him. Pyrik thought he saw something like concern in his deep black, shining eyes. Did he seem so desperate that even his superior was showing emotion? Indeed, he did. A delicate wing slid out of his shoulder, folded and touched Pyrik's arm tenderly. Only now did he realize that his fingers were trembling. What had he done?
"Do not worry, Pyrikik. The machine survived without damage."
Pyrik closed his eyes, he was so relieved. He should have been annoyed that his superior was using the diminutive form, but that suddenly seemed unimportant to him. The Starafa had survived. Even the fact that Garok called it a machine was unimportant at that moment. His superior was more of a bureaucrat than a researcher. Just because some of the Starafa's components had clearly not been created biologically did not make it a machine.
Unfortunately, this interpretation was becoming increasingly widespread in the sun worshippers' sector. Pyrik sighed almost inaudibly, closing the lower breathing hole from the inside. Some of his colleagues considered themselves particularly modern, simply wanting to forget the myths that had accompanied the Starafa for thousands of years as a kind of religious folk belief and replace them with modern, scientific diagnosis. And yet, with all their equipment, they had not discovered the discontinuity that Pyrik had noticed at the transition to the root.
The only negative aspect of this pleasant fact was that even Pyrik was unable to find out more about the nature of this phenomenon.
"I suggest you rest in your quarters now," Garok said.
"But I would like to continue my work here..."
"No, as of now you are assigned to a team monitoring the atmospheric transformation. I want us to be able to dismantle the roof over the Starafa in three weeks at the latest."
"I..."
"Thank me for not demoting you to worker. I can't imagine what would await us all if we lost this machine."
Pyrik took a deep breath. The oxygen content was at the usual 16 percent, the diagnostic unit told him. The window could not have been open that long. But he understood Garok's fear. The Starafa, sensitive as it was, was the most important prerequisite for the viability of a planet. Only when their ancestors had succeeded in propagating it had the sun worshippers been able to build their own empire. Garok himself would have been downgraded to a worker if the Starafa had died. Pyrik felt his pouch. Workers rarely ever got the chance to use their reproductive organs.

Calm had descended. Pyrik waited patiently until the life support audibly switched down a notch. This was proof that all of his colleagues were asleep, because when resting, a sun worshipper only consumed a third of the usual amount of oxygen. Life support therefore adapted to the reduced demand. There was only one weak point in his plan: if he pushed himself too hard, the machine might get loud again. If the increased noise level woke up even one curious colleague, it would be too many.
Pyrik took the risk. He only had one more chance. His access authorization for the Starafikum would expire tomorrow. Garok never joked. He would be overseeing the exterior remodeling work from now on. It was a strange twist of fate, as he had been applying for several tidal cycles to finally get out of the tent. He had seen virtually nothing of Candidate World 6P6. But now, of all times, when he had taken a decisive step forward with the Starafa, it was supposed to be over.
He felt his way through the semi-dark corridors. The little light available filtered in through the transparent ceiling. Here, near the north pole of 6P6, it never got really dark in summer. In winter, however, everyone suffered from the eternal cold. Nevertheless, they had placed the Starafa here of all places. Because the plant wanted it that way. Machine my ass! He had read the logs. The Starafa had been driven over the surface until it had sunk one of its booms into it. In fact, it must have had a sense of the geophysical conditions, because it soon became apparent that there was access to a massive water reservoir very close to the surface.
There it was. Pyrik did not even see the Starafa, but its presence permeated the corridors. Not even a vacuum-sealed door could contain it. It had to be the scent. It gave off molecules that were a mystery in themselves. No sun worshipper researcher had yet succeeded in recreating it in the laboratory. The components were clear, but there seemed to be no chemical process to combine them in the right way. The Starafa succeeded without any problems.
And there was another mystery: the olfactory organ of the sun worshippers, which was hidden inside the breathing holes, had a special sensor for the molecules produced by the Starafa. This was not unusual in itself. With the various docking mechanisms of their olfactory cells, an average sun worshipper could distinguish between around 2300 different molecules. These were substances that occurred on the home world, where they were produced by fauna and flora. However, the Starafa did not grow there at all, at least until a small research fleet a few light years away came across the first specimen and brought home an offshoot.
Historians explained the phenomenon by saying that the Starafa must have died out on its home world at some point. The olfactory cells for its scent would then have survived as relics. In fact, life on the world where the Starafa had been found seemed to have developed in a similar way to life on the home world, so a common origin did not seem impossible.
Pyrik took a deep breath of air. The aroma of the Starafa was unlike anything he knew. At first contact, it burned like an arrow piercing his skin. But then the smell made up for it by spreading the greatest possible sweetness. Pyrik's stomach began to churn. But that wasn't all. The sweetness dissipated and gave way to the beguilingly oily pheromone scent of a sun worshipper ready to mate. The first time Pyrik had encountered it, his pouch had protruded from between his legs, which was considered very inappropriate. He had since learned to suppress this physical reaction. Only sometimes, when he couldn't sleep, had he crept close to the Starafa at night to indulge in a few innocent moments of pleasure.
Suddenly there was a noise. Pyrik pressed himself against the wall. He was not alone. Pounding footsteps came from the right. A little further ahead, two corridors intersected. Pyrik stopped breathing, closed his eyes and created an image from his acoustic perception. The walls became transparent. His brain automatically adapted the received sound signals to the known spatial conditions and showed him a hulking sun worshipper running along the right-side corridor.
Suddenly he stopped. Had he noticed Pyrik? When he was startled, he could not prevent himself from emitting certain fearful aromas. The other was banging on the walls. He was probably using the sound as an echo sounder. Pyrik reacted too slowly. The other would hear that someone was obstructing the sound propagation over the wall.
The footsteps moved away. The other must have noticed him, but decided to retreat anyway. So, he was probably here no more legally than he was.

The door to the Starafikum opened after he placed his palm on the sensor. The device measured the individual distance and thickness of the seven small bones that made up the seven fingers. Pyrik had always prided himself on having small hands because they allowed him to work with particular precision. Even if he ran out of all the nanites that his colleagues primarily relied on, his hands would still be excellent tools.
He entered the hall and immediately felt the sky expand above him. It was barely noticeable that the Starafa was still protected by a tent roof. The air here was much thinner than in the accommodations to acclimatize the plant to its future environment. Planet 6P6 would never be able to maintain as dense an atmosphere as the homeworld because of its lower mass. But it would be enough to live on the surface without a breathing mask, and the Starafa would transform the currently dry plains into flourishing paradises, just as it had already done on 56 other worlds.
Nobody knew exactly how the plant did this. A single specimen per planet was enough. Apparently, it drove its roots through the upper crust of the world with astonishing speed, found even the smallest water reserves that had been buried in the crust during the formation of the respective system, created connections to the surface where there were none before, and thus ensured that life became possible. As far as Pyrik knew, this had only failed to work on two worlds. However, the sun worshippers also deliberately chose only planets that were at least on the edge of the habitable zone and that had no other obstacles, such as extreme differences between the hemispheres.
Pyrik walked straight towards the Starafa, which was in the middle of the tent. It was impossible to miss. From his ant's perspective, its trunk was simply a wall stretching upwards into infinity. He felt the bark, which nevertheless seemed surprisingly soft to him. The trunk of the starafa consisted of hard but thin walls and was filled with a soft, elastic material. This meant it could withstand even the strongest storms - it simply bent to the wind instead of opposing it.
He had no time to waste. It was soon midnight, and his access authorization would expire. Pyrik knocked on the bark. The sound continued up and down. Where was the discontinuity he had noticed? He knelt down. This was where the roots began. Pyrik felt the trunk down to the ground. The bark itself did not change. The trunk just seemed to stop where it touched the ground. Pyrik scraped something away from the ground. In fact, the trunk continued downwards. It was held by the roots in a unique way: The roots did not seem to grow from the trunk into the ground, but the other way around. This could be seen in the way they nestled against the bark. They ended in a tough, thin material that formed a sticky bond with the trunk.
But Pyrik had also once seen new roots emerge. Holes formed in the ground around the trunk of the young starafa. Thin, green stalks had crawled out of them, somewhat reminiscent of prong snakes. However, they did not shoot out their dreaded venomous stings, but crawled synchronously towards the trunk, pulled themselves up it and finally merged with it. It looked more like a transaction between two different species, a symbiosis, but the botanists swore that the roots contained the same genes as the cells of the trunk.
Pyrik crawled between two roots so that he could lean his back against the trunk. Sometimes he had the feeling that the Starafa was talking to him. But that was nonsense. The tree could not talk, so he had not told anyone about it. He leaned back and relaxed. Actually, the discontinuity was not important at all. He had returned to say goodbye to the unique being he had met on 6P6. Somehow, he harbored the perverse hope that the plant would also remember him. After all, he had managed to make it sing.
"Pyrik? What are you doing here?"
Curses. It was Garok.
"I just wanted to..."
Pyrik wondered if he should jump up, but something about Garok seemed strange. His orifices fluttered as if he were agitated, but the lids of his eyes were not visible. It could be the half-shadow that covered everything in this tent with indeterminacy, but it didn't fit.
"Forget it. I did not see you," Garok said.
He would just let him go, even though he was here illegally, and after Garok himself had thrown him out? There was definitely something wrong with his boss. That was for sure. But Pyrik did not dare to ask. Sometimes it was better to remain ignorant, to leave the shadow of uncertainty over the future.
He only had a few seconds of uncertainty. Then a blinding light washed over him. It came from above, followed by violent gusts of wind that seemed to oppose the light. The shelter was damaged! Roaring rotors revealed that the attackers must have come from above. Who had the audacity to attack a Starafa? A full-grown specimen like this one was impossible to transport. The plant had long since dug its roots into the planet. If the attacker destroyed it ... unthinkable! P6P would turn back into the hostile world of salt and ice deserts it had been fifty cycles ago. How could anyone accept such a thing?
The rattling of the rotors became quieter. Were the attackers leaving again? No, it was only getting quieter because the air was getting thinner. Pyrik looked up, where a clearly outlined shadow lurked. Was that an atmospheric ship of the Two-Breathers? P6P was far from their sphere of influence, and none of their ships had ever ventured so deep into the sun worshippers' territory. Another intelligent species was also out of the question. Only the Grosnops might be prepared to wage an interstellar war if they once again failed to get their birth rate under control.
A dull boom shook the ground. A huge branch lay before him. He recognized its shape at first glance - it came directly from the enormous crown of the Starafa, its proudly raised head. Another branch fell next to it. Pyrik had to run around the trunk to avoid being hit. Two yards in front of him, a laser beam suddenly sliced into the ground. It was an infrared laser. All he could see was the smoky fissure it left in the soil until it hit the first roots and sliced them apart without hesitation. Those night worshippers! How could they degrade a Starafa like that? Rage turned Pyrik's fists into axes with sharp edges. But there was no one here he could punish. Garok must have been hiding. Had it been pure coincidence that he had found him here? Or was Garok behind the attack?
That was impossible. No sun worshipper would betray his own people in this way. But where were the others then? Why had the orbital defense not been activated already? Even a candidate world far from the borders was protected by several warships. Nothing made sense here. It was no use: Pyrik had to see for himself. He turned his hands into climbing tools.
He bowed his head.
"Please forgive me, Starafa."
Then he dug his hands into the wood and climbed up the trunk.

The higher he climbed, the thinner the already-thin air became. He was not used to physical exertion at this altitude. But he forced himself to continue on his way, even though leaves kept falling from the crown. Every now and then, one would crash against the trunk, but that was not his greatest concern. The attackers were apparently intent on robbing the Starafa of its entire crown. At the same time, they were cutting through all its roots. There was only one possible conclusion: they were trying to steal the mighty tree. It was probably not the best idea to get in the middle of it.
Pyrik was sure that he could take on a company of Two-Breathers all by himself, but he was powerless against the weapons of their ship. These beings, who called themselves humans, were technologically backwards, but if the laser was strong enough, it would cut through his body just as easily as the roots of the Starafa. In any case, these Two-Breathers were unpredictable.
He reached the crown. His breathing holes had widened like never before. Nevertheless, his local hearts integrated into his joint cavities were no longer able to distribute the oxygen-rich blood quickly enough throughout his body. Pyrik stretched out one arm to increase its effective surface area. But he knew himself that skin respiration was not efficient enough to compensate for his increased consumption. He had to take a break, otherwise the effort would cause him to fall to the ground at an inopportune moment, and that would be his death at this altitude.
The attackers continued their cruel work. Pyrik could not understand it. Why did they not settle for an offshoot? Starafas could be propagated easily, even if it took perhaps thirty years longer. Whoever had ordered the attack must have been after something else - or simply did not have time.
It was hopeless. Branch after branch fell to the ground. His position would be untenable in a few minutes. What was he trying to achieve up here anyway? He could not get a ship out of the sky, not even one as primitive as the Two-Breathers flew. Nevertheless, he climbed on. He had matched his skin color to the color of the bark. Above him, about ten yards below the badly damaged crown, was a single branch. If he could make it up there, perhaps he could use his own body as a weapon. Right arm, left arm. Pyrik struggled up the trunk. He reached the branch and swung himself onto it.
At the same moment, another branch came crashing down on him from above. Pyrik reacted by turning his hands into holding clamps and using them to get to safety under his branch. The falling wood caused him to sway, but he managed to fight his way back up. Now! He turned his left hand into a bow. The outer of his seven fingers joined at the tips with an elastic string of nanites and then extended in opposite directions. He tightened the string with his right hand and attached it to a barb that he grew from his wrist. Then he formed an arrowhead from his right hand. It was only a nanite's width thick at the end. The base was formed by his longest finger. It was a primitive weapon, but when it hit its target, it was very effective.
He just had to get close enough to the victim. So he had no choice but to climb up to the crown of the Starafa. Hopefully there was still a target for him there, because the attackers had almost finished their work. The once beautiful tree looked sad and naked against the still semi-dark sky. From time to time, he had noticed a wedge-shaped ship circling higher up. If the laser fire was coming from there, he had no chance. But that was hardly possible. The laser beams that sawed off the blades were far too well focused. They had to be fired from a position just above the crown.
Pyrik pulled himself all the way up on one of the last branches of the crown. Now the enemy had to notice him. And there he was. A mobile laser platform hovered about five meters above the crown. He knew this model. He had flown it himself and used it to clear a jungle on Candidate World 4C7. That meant that there had to be someone controlling the laser here too. Four conventional engines kept the platform in the air. Two of them were enough to keep it from crashing. But Pyrik only had one shot, so he aimed at the electronics distributor, which was located right in the center of the platform. It was a small metal box, about the size of his foot. Pyrik raised his left arm with the bow, took aim by combining visual and acoustic perception, and released the hook that held the taut string.
The arrow shot away inaudibly. It was too dark to see the impact, but shortly after the shot, the platform began to lurch.
"Cursed darkness!" someone shouted from above.
It wasn't a human. For some reason, Pyrik had held on to the idea that some alien must have stolen the platform. The Starafas were almost sacred! No sun worshipper could be so insane as to harm a specimen. But that must have been a misconception. The creature that had just leapt from the tottering platform was far too big for a Two-Breather. It was holding a handgun and pointing it at Pyrik.
"What have you done, fool?" the stranger asked, as if Pyrik had just defaced a Starafa, not him.
"I am protecting this tree that..." Pyrik began.
"I do not care about that. To the darkness, I thought Garok had put everyone out of reach."
The stranger spoke through all six breathing holes in succession. He was visibly trying to calm down. Pyrik, on the other hand, was filled with rage. Garok had worked with this criminal! His boss had betrayed this mission and with it the entire planet! They had to die for this, both of them. He raised his left hand with the bow until he realized he was missing the projectile.
The stranger made a guttural noise. He was amused by him! Pyrik gave up trying to form an arrow from his second finger. He turned his hands into axes again. But before he had finished, the stranger was already standing in front of him. Pyrik was startled by his gaze, which mixed calm and cruelty in a way he had never seen before.
"I'm sorry, my friend. This is over your head," the stranger said.
"Just wait, I am going to..."
"You are going to what?" Again, the amused sound that came from deep within the stranger's breathing channels.
"Kill you..."
Suddenly, Pyrik could only gasp. He looked down at himself. His breathing holes were clear, but there no longer seemed to be a connection between them and his dry gills. Skin breathing was not enough. Pyrik was freezing. A sun worshipper killing a member of his species, in cold blood. How long had it been since that had happened? Pyrik searched for a cycle number, but instead only darkness rose in his head, burying all thoughts beneath it like a giant wave.
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CANDIDATE WORLD 6P6

"Where...?"
Pyrik saw nothing, but he felt a hand pressing gently on his shoulder.
"You are safe," said a voice he did not recognize.
Although he repeatedly tried to open his eyes, the veil remained firmly closed. Pyrik switched to acoustic perception. He whistled from his lower three breathing holes to get an overview with the help of the echo. He needed to know where he was.
"That is a good idea," said the voice. "You will have to be patient. Your eyes have been damaged by the lack of oxygen. The nanites are still repairing the photoreceptors."
"Who are you?" asked Pyrik.
"I am Melok."
Pyrik did not know any Melok. He tried to recognize the stranger's face acoustically, but the image remained blurred.
"I've never heard of you," said Pyrik.
Melok whistled on the top two breath holes, gesturing regret.
"And yet we have met before," Melok said.
Pyrik rummaged through his memories until he reached the smells. There it was again: a thin aroma of stinging almond and running fox.
"You are the one who avoided me last night before the Starafikum," Pyrik guessed.
"One hundred points!" said Melok.
"I assumed you were there because of... you know."
"To satisfy myself in the smell of the Starafa?" Melok made a guttural noise.
"What's so funny about that?" asked Pyrik.
"Nothing, unfortunately. You are right. It is certainly not funny. The Starafa..."
"What about it?" asked Pyrik, as falling branches, smoking laser wounds and a sudden pain in his upper body intruded on his thoughts.
"It is gone." said Melok. "Simply gone."
Pyrik straightened up. It made him nauseous, but he had to know.
"Did you have something to do with it?" he asked.
If Melok was responsible for destroying the plant, he would kill him.
"No, I did not," Melok replied. "I had the job of looking after the machine."
"Then you failed in the worst possible way."
Melok did not answer immediately. Pyrik was watching him audibly. He had turned around. Was he hiding something?
"You are right," Melok said. "By the damned darkness, I have failed thoroughly. I thought a patrol now and then would be enough. But Garok ... It is unbelievable."
"Garok betrayed us?" asked Pyrik.
He had never liked his boss, but he had not believed him capable of this.
"He certainly did. Information has reached the planetary administration that some kind of attack was planned. But no one thought it was credible that it would be the Starafa."
"You could have prevented it, correct?"
"Yes, with a repositioning in orbit. But then it would have been noticed that we had this information. We wanted to catch the enemy in the act. Nobody could have guessed that he would act so professionally."
"What about the Starafa? Did it... die?"
"The machine was hijacked."
"Hijacked? But why would that be? Surely, they could have taken an offshoot? They have doomed this planet."
Pyrik realized that Melok had no answers for him. Or did he know more? Why had they not all been warned?
"We have to get the Starafa back," said Melok. "It is the only chance 6P6 has."
"How do you know it is a real chance? To my knowledge, no mature specimen has ever been removed from a planet."
"Oh, that is where you are wrong, Pyrik. Where do you think the machine on the homeworld came from? We found it somewhere a long time ago and took it with us."
"What? How did I not know about this?" asked Pyrik.
Every child learned that the Starafa on the homeworld was the first of its kind. According to legend, it grew there as a gift from the sun god. He wanted to use it to show his people his unwavering love.
"I hope you no longer believe in such children's tales. We worked hard for the Starafa ourselves. Our forefathers, I mean. Making them a gift from God was a clever move to make them unquestionable. Who dares to even look askance at such a gift?"
"The pilot of the laser platform yesterday did not seem to have any problem at all with damaging our Starafa."
There they were again, the images in Pyrik's head. The smoking laser cutting into the flesh of a living creature that could not defend itself was particularly persistent in obscuring his view of reality.
"Yes, unfortunately I am not the only one who no longer believes the lore," Melok said. "But I am sure we could save this planet if we could just get the machine back quickly enough."
"Then we should get on our way as quickly as possible," said Pyrik.
"You are not going anywhere. I saved your life; you are lucky to be alive."
Pyrik had to look for the Starafa. But his supposed savior, Melok, did not seem like he would leave after this conversation. So, he could still convince him tomorrow. Maybe the nanites would have successfully treated his eyes by then.
"How did you save me anyway?" he asked.
"I saw you fall down after the attacker pierced you with his sword hand," Melok explained. "I did not think you were still alive, but I quickly padded your approximate landing spot with a few chunks from the marrow of the machine anyway. This stuff is really very elastic. I would love to stuff it into my pillow."
The explanation sounded plausible. It was probably inevitable that the Starafa had lost marrow during these many injuries. And since it was largely responsible for the elasticity of the trunk, the mass had to have a certain toughness.
"Thanks for that," said Pyrik, overcome by fatigue. "I think you know more than you are telling me, but I will ask you about that another time."
"That's very kind of you. Because I have other things to do."
"Will you tell me what happened to Garok? Is he here too?"
The faint ambient noises, a few shuffling footsteps here, a quietly beeping monitoring device there, had long since told him that he was in the local hospital.
"I am sorry, but Garok has not reappeared. I hope you were not too close."
"Too close? No. He was my boss and he kicked me out a few hours before the incident."
"I do not want to defend him, because he was a traitor," Melok said. "But it is possible that he was trying to do you a favor. If you had not returned secretly, the raid would not have almost cost you your life."
Melok was right, even if Pyrik did not want to admit it. Perhaps Garok did have a conscience. But what was the salvation of one individual against the destruction of an entire planet?
"I am sorry, but I really have to go now," Melok said.
"Will you come back tomorrow? I would like to speak more with you."
"Yes, of course I will."
He would not come. Melok had answered a little too quickly. Pyrik tried not to let on that he had figured him out. Melok did not respond, so either he had succeeded - or the other simply did not care.

The Starafikum was a sad ruin. No, not even that anymore. The transparent tarpaulin had been set on fire by the laser fire. All that was left of it was some brown dust that had spread over a wide area. The building where he had worked and lived was cordoned off. When one of the guards noticed Pyrik's curious look - he already had 80 percent vision again - he waved him over. Teams from the military, the academy and the secret police had already searched everything, and since there was nothing left to see anyway, they let him in without further ado.
The corridors of the structure, which surrounded the tent in the middle like a snail shell around its owner, were empty. His former colleagues had probably already been sent elsewhere. He had apparently been unconscious for two whole days. And there was so much to do. Attempts were being made to alleviate the worst effects of the Starafa's disappearance by diverting water or changing the planting so that it would be able to cope with a harsher climate. The administration seemed to lack confidence that they would get the plant back. Pyrik could not think of a way to get there yet either, but he would find it.
He found some leftovers in the dining hall. He suddenly had an appetite for something that was not as healthy as the food in the hospital. Or was he just trying to avoid looking at the scene of his defeat? He heated up a glass container of stew in the microwave and then sat down at a table. He was alone. So, he could finally bend his legs when he sat down.
His gaze fell on the wall where someone had immortalized a famous hymn. Unfortunately, he could not remember the author. It was, of course, about the plant he planned to bring back to 6P6.
Starafa, O Starafa, tree of ancient times,
In your shade we find shelter,
Your foliage dances in the wind, a feast for every eye,
Earth and sky unite in you, a sacred testament.
From your roots and to your leaves,
Every fiber is a work of the divine,
You give us the breath we so desire,
And in your splendor, we may reflect anew.
O Starafa, O Starafa, you are the guardian of our souls,
For in your wisdom, we find peace again.
Your face that changes through the seasons,
Reminds us of the impermanence we cannot avoid.
And when we are no more, you will still be standing,
In your beauty you will continue to endure,
And your branches, your roots, will speak to us,
Of our being, and the time in which we lived.
Starafa, O Starafa, tree of ancient times,
We thank you for your goodness, for your mercy,
In your shade we may we find rest,
And know that we are never alone, that we never are without a home.
It all sounded rather tacky and, above all, badly rhymed. When they had studied the hymn at school, the teacher had explained to them that it was a translation from the language of the ancestors of the homeland. In order to stay as close to the original as possible, most of the rhymes had supposedly been omitted.
Pyrik washed his hands at a washbasin located directly in front of the wall with the poem. He splashed some water on the letters. They did not run, but where the water made its way over them, they looked more colorful, more alive. The inhabitants of this planet needed water, and to get it, they needed the symbiotic help of the Starafa. The researchers were still debating what the Starafa got out of it, though.
Pyrik took a bite, but quickly realized that he did not really have an appetite. So he emptied the pot into his nourishment gullet and stood up. The gizzard would grind up all the solids in the soup.
He marched to the center. It was not much lighter than last time, which immediately brought back memories. The only thing missing was an encounter with Melok. But he did not show his face. Pyrik entered the inner circle. From here, he should have seen the mighty Starafa trunk. But there was nothing there.
There was not even a hole. The trunk must have been standing directly on the ground. With these dimensions and the associated mass, that sounded downright obscene. Nothing could stand in one place for so long without leaving a trace. Of course, there were traces, but they looked different than expected. It was the roots that crawled around like creatures of their own. They burrowed into the sand, only to reappear immediately. Standing tall, they pushed themselves around in circles, driven by the hope or instinct that they could or must give support to a mighty trunk. Looking at them now, it seemed impossible to him that these thin, flexible structures had ever been able to hold up the huge tree.
But that had been their job. How much longer would they try to keep up their routine? Pyrik held out his leg to a specimen as a test. It felt its way almost to the base of the torso, but then let go. The smell probably was not right. Pyrik grabbed the head of the root and turned it towards him. It was about as thick as his thigh. Its blunt, slightly rounded end showed something like a face. He recognized the six breathing holes and two large, oval eyes. He had never noticed that before. Or was the root imitating him? He held it slightly away from him and the face dissolved. A strange thing. He got down on his knees and carefully placed the root on the ground. Just before its end touched the ground, a shiny metallic tool came out, moving like an excavator. Pyrik let go of the root and it dug a hole with its tool, into which it disappeared.
The shovel was not the only tool the roots had at their disposal. This was why many considered it to be part of a machine called Starafa. But he could also turn his hand into an axe. Did that make him a machine? Why should the use of tools for plants be forbidden? The Starafa certainly possessed some kind of intelligence, and it had access to all the resources of its planet. Pyrik would not have been surprised if it had come up with the idea of building its own spaceship. But that was probably not part of its program, nor was self-defense. Perhaps it was part of its survival strategy to be taken to as many planets as possible, just as some plants hid their seeds in fruits that were then distributed by animals.
We think we are using it for our own purposes, but in reality, it is using us. Pyrik brushed the thought away. It was not useful. Candidate World 6P6 needed its Starafa, and he felt somehow responsible for it. He stretched his wings. He would love to fly after it.

"Melok? That does not sound familiar."
The employee at the hospital reception waved his oversized wings frantically - presumably thanks to a cosmetic procedure. Pyrik was so impressed that he had to close his eyes. The wings no longer had any real purpose, except for choosing a partner, and anyone who used them so intensively was probably just looking. Pyrik suppressed his urges. His right eyelid hurt when he opened his eyes again.
"But he brought me in here and visited several times," Pyrik said, wiping fluid from his eye.
"You need to be careful with your eye, friend. I can see the nanites are not done yet."
Again, the employee waggled his wings. Pyrik preferred a more restrained form of advertising, and at the moment he had no time for such activities anyway. The future of the planet was at stake, and all this sun worshipper was thinking about was having his egg tube fertilized.
"I will be careful," he whistled gruffly, "what about this Melok?"
He even refrained from using infra- and ultrasounds, which was considered extremely rude. But at least he achieved his goal: the employee folded his wings.
"I do not know any Melok. Do you at least know his nest?"
Oho, he must have really belittled his counterpart, because now it used the extreme form of politeness that was only used with people very far above or below you. As Pyrik obviously had no higher rank than the employee, the polite form was meant as an insult. However, Pyrik paid it no mind. Insults only worked if the recipient acknowledged them.
"I do not know which nest he comes from. Did he not have to identify himself when he brought me here?"
The employee pushed his knees straight and leaned back slightly. The only thing missing was that he defecated in front of Pyrik. It was a good thing that he had not given in to his attempt at flirting. This person was obviously extremely emotionally unstable.
"You were brought in by a police emergency squad. I have only seen this Melok once, and that was today when he came to see you."
Was the employee trying to annoy him with misinformation? Pyrik could not imagine that. There was no worse insult than the extreme form of politeness between equals. So it was unnecessary to lie to him as well. But that meant that Melok had lied. He would not return either.
"He did not happen to say where he was going either?" he asked.
"No. That person was just as rude as you," said the employee.
"Thank you. I will get my things. Then my resting place will be free again."
"The doctors will not be happy if you leave now. Your injuries are not yet fully repaired."
"I feel fit enough."
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"Pyrikik, is that you?"
Pyrik whistled a friendly confirmation. He was genuinely relieved. Tsolak did not blame him for not contacting him for so long.
"Yes, my friend. Come, Tsolakik, let me give you a hug."
His counterpart spread his wings. Pyrik's stomach wall moved instinctively in waves, but Tsolak did not use his belly voice. Pyrik unfurled his own wings, and as they embraced, time stopped.
"I..." he began, but he did not know what to whistle in response.
"Nevermind," Tsolak said.
They had been good friends since childhood, but had also fathered several hundred children together. Neither Pyrik's offspring nor that of his friend had survived. That was sad on the one hand, because having children together would have bound them closer together, but on the other hand it was also normal, even necessary. At most one in a thousand children survived the first cycle. Pyrik was even strangely happy, because he had never imagined living with another sun worshipper in the long term. If he had, it would have been Tsolak, but he always felt best alone.
"Where did you come from and what did you eat?" Tsolak asked the traditional question.
"I came from the nest, and I am hungry."
That was the equally traditional answer. The sun worshippers had not made nests for thousands of years, and they were rarely hungry, but any other answer would have been inappropriate.
"I heard what happened to the Starafa," Tsolak said.
"I..."
His friend had already seen through him. Pyrik felt bad. He should have visited Tsolak a long time ago. The time when they had brooded together was unforgettable to him, but he still had not managed to show up here once.
"I know you have been busy. I understand. Anyone who gets to do research on the Starafa is blessed."
Maybe that was the problem, that Tsolak understood everything. If he had pressured him ... But that was unfair. He was the one who did not value their friendship enough. If Tsolak had pressured him, Pyrik would have broken away from him completely. He was a loner after all.
"Sometimes you do need help," Tsolak continued his thought aloud.
Had he been speaking in a belly voice? He did not want to do that. He could not do that either. He could not ignore Tsolak for years only to reunite with him now. Pyrik had to concentrate harder. After all, he had a mission.
"You look like you have something important on your mind," Tsolak said. "But please, come inside first."
Tsolak's still unfolded wing touched his shoulder. The contact sent an electric shock through his whole body. He followed his friend. It was amazing how much his home had changed. The rooms were round like the nests had been long ago. Tubes connected them to each other. There were perches at different heights so that you could make yourself comfortable in an infinite number of different ways.
"How did you manage that?" asked Pyrik.
Tsolak had not moved. On his last visit here, the rooms had been modern rectangular and had floor-to-ceiling windows. Now there was only indirect light.
"It took a lot of work," said Tsolak. "The material I used to upholster the rooms is based on the marrow of the Starafa. I had it 3D printed and now market it myself."
"Oh, you do not work in space security anymore?"
Tsolak stopped for a moment. So that is the reason for your visit. The thought appeared in Pyrik's head without his friend having spoken it. They were still so close that he had to be careful not to let his guard down.
"No, I started my own business. Shift work was too stressful for me in the long run. Now I convert people's apartments into nests. It is a real trend at the moment."
"I am very happy for you," said Pyrik, feeling bad because he was disappointed.
No one deserved a selfish one like him. He should not have come here in the first place.
"I still have some good friends up there, though. You really should not worry about me. You cannot think I was waiting around for you, do you?"
Pyrik winced. He should be happy about Tsolak's words, but they hurt more than he wanted to admit. It did not help. He had to track down the thieves of the Starafa.
"That's really nice of you," said Pyrik.
"Come on, sit down!"
Pyrik looked for a pole at knee height and hung himself over it. As he let himself fall backwards, he could not help but let out an ultrasonic whoop. It felt like before he had learned to sleep in a flat bed and stretch his knees out.
"Do you like it?" Tsolak asked.
"Yes, it reminds me of my childhood. And this is what people have built into their homes?"
"Exactly like this. Most of them are a bit ashamed and only remodel one room, which they then do not show to strangers."
"That is interesting. It must appeal to some instincts in us."
The sun worshippers were otherwise very proud of their modern civilization. They tried to solve almost all their problems with technology. Pyrik swayed until he remembered the reason for his visit.
"Your friends up in security, do you think they could help us?" asked Pyrik.
"Sure, why not? Do you have an idea of what kind of information you are looking for?"
"I do not think someone organized this all by themselves. The guy who slashed me claimed that my boss was in on it. And then I had a visit in the hospital from a guy who claimed to be Melok, who filled me in about the attack."
"Attack? You know, it is officially classified as an accident." asked Tsolak.
"Accident? They will not get away with it, Tsolakik. In a few weeks, the entire planet will realize that the Starafa is missing."
"Perhaps they hope to be able to procure a replacement by then."
"But where from? A new offshoot needs at least ten orbits to replace an adult plant. They have to get the stolen specimen back."
"Perhaps that is what they are doing now behind the scenes," Tsolak said.
"It may be unreasonable, but I feel personally responsible for what happened. If I had not let myself be slashed ... I was not attentive enough."
"The fault is not yours. It is the kidnapper's."
"I could have prevented it. The attacker who controlled the laser platform was alone. They obviously did not expect any resistance. If I had only been a few seconds quicker..."
"You must not blame yourself, Pyrikik."
"It is not that simple."
Tsolak had a good point. He was not up there on the crown. But who expects to be slashed by another sun worshipper? The last armed conflict was hundreds of cycles ago. Thanks to the Starafas, there was enough room for everyone in space. If things got cramped somewhere, they could colonize a new world within two or three generations. Well, since they encountered the Two-Breathers, the way had been blocked on at least one side of the sector. But the universe was still infinitely large. In view of the new threat from the Never, it might even be wise to expand in a direction away from the Two-Breathers.
"Did you know that Never is an expression of the humans?" asked Tsolak.
Pyrik looked at him in surprise. He had accidentally used his belly voice. Apparently, he could not help it around Tsolak.
"No, I did not know that." he said.
"Humans call it ..." Tsolak produced a squeezed double sound that sounded like the unplanned emptying of a mixed stomach.
"They call that language?" asked Pyrik.
"Yes, it seems their aural utterances are a form of language. They seem to be less primitive than they first appeared."
"And how do you know that?"
Tsolak seemed to know all sorts of things. Had he really started a business? He had always wanted such an exciting job.
"We record everything they send our way," Tsolak explained.
He spoke in the present tense and included himself. Very telling.
"Then you have already deciphered their language?" asked Pyrik.
That would be exciting news, though. The lack of communication had been a real problem so far when dealing with this new threat.
"It is not that primitive, Pyrikik. We would need comparative material or context for this, which we still lack for the most part."
"But you already know that they call it the Never..." he imitated Tsolak's pressed sounds.
"We also knew the context. We picked up transmissions that accompanied a raid by a Never swarm. This expression occurred so often that it must indicate the trigger of the catastrophe. The statisticians agreed on that."
"That makes sense," Pyrik said. "I think your colleagues could really help me. When can I talk to them?"
"We could visit them, first thing tomorrow."
"That would be great. But are you allowed to do that? I certainly do not wish to get you into trouble, Tsolakik."
"Do not worry about me. I've made some important friends."
What exactly did he mean by that? Corruption was officially punishable, but it was still practised. But he did not believe Tsolak could do that. He had probably simply made important connections.
"Good, that reassures me. Then I would like to accept your offer."
"I am very pleased about that. You are welcome to spend the night with me."
Yes, absolutely. Pyrik could barely restrain himself from using his belly voice. That wasn't a good idea. They were having a good time, but who knew where his search would take him.
"I... no, please do not take offense," he said. "I have a few things to do and then I am staying in a hotel. Where are we meeting tomorrow?"
"Come to the visitors' entrance of the spaceport exactly six tones past midnight. I will pick you up there."

Pyrik wandered through the city. It confused him as much today as it had twenty cycles ago when he had landed on 6P6. Where he came from, the sun worshippers had spread out on a plain. But his home was a purely agricultural world. The climate was perfect for growing food, and the Starafa there had taken only one generation to transform the planet to its optimum state. Perhaps it was not entirely fair to credit the plant alone. After all, the colonists had also worked hard for it.
His parents had managed to secure more and more land through clever farming, so that they could afford to produce offspring every cycle. Only a few of his siblings had survived, but there were still 19 people living in the house. At some point it had become too much for him and he had asked his parents to allow him to train in astrobiology. The homeworld still had the best facilities for this, so he had spent three cycles there and had finally come to 6P6 to look after the Starafa.
Although 6P6 still had the status of a candidate world, the cities here were already spreading in all directions, especially upwards and downwards. 6P6 had rich deposits of rare earths and other raw materials, which promised exciting prospects for the inhabitants. All it took was a few cycles of sacrifice.
Pyrik searched for a road sign. In his homeland, they hung brightly on the walls of houses, although it was impossible to get lost there, as everything was so flat. Here they were hanging somewhere, but not on the third floor above ground, where he was currently standing. A breeze came from the right. Pyrik took half a step to the left. A sun worshipper had hooked himself into one of the many cables and was rushing down to a lower floor. Pyrik looked over the parapet. The person landed skillfully, right next to a street sign.
"Melok-I Street."
Melok, what a coincidence. But that was a common name and not the street he was looking for. He probably should have asked for the bracelet he had been offered at reception. It would have taken him anywhere he wanted to go. Pyrik whistled defiantly from his lowest breathing hole. He would find the address. Supposedly there was food there, delivered directly from his home world. A colleague who also came from there had told him that some time ago, and now he had an appetite for shimmering wheat berries and windfeet.
He looked around again. The description fit. Exactly to the north of his location, he saw the city tower, from which cable lines started to the neighboring villages. To the south-southwest were the turbines of the wind farm, and to the east was the brand-new town hall with its thirty floors. The town and planet were really designed for growth, which would not happen without the Starafa. So, it was all the more incomprehensible why all the sector's armed forces were not alerted and searching for the kidnappers.
Good. If the shop was nearby, he would find it. Pyrik hooked himself into a cable that led down one floor and let gravity take him down. It was surprisingly fun. He glanced at the shops around him. They mostly sold clothing and jewelry, so he let another cable take him down another floor. Just as he disengaged from the cable, it vibrated. Someone was obviously following him. But that was normal. It was a popular shopping district. He kept bumping into other sun worshippers. Some of them looked like tourists from another planet, others looked more like business people. Whole families were also out and about.
Pyrik stopped and looked at a shop display. It consisted of miniatures of sun worshippers that moved automatically. Pyrik thought they were toys at first, until he realized that the manufacturers were using them to advertise the capabilities of their nanite enhancements. As soon as he looked at a figure for any length of time, a holographic text came on, explaining the special ability in more detail. In fact, there were some amazing feats among them. One of the programs was supposed to allow him to split into two independent halves. Another promised that his wings would actually gain the ability to fly. According to a third, it would allow him to learn the language of the Two-Breathers.
At this point, he became skeptical. The advertisement clearly promised more than it could deliver. And indeed - if he stared at the hologram longer, a text appeared in small letters explaining the restrictions. After the purchase, he would only be able to formulate the word "Never" in the language of the Two-Breathers, the maximum flight range of his wings would be one stride and he could split in half for a maximum of five seconds.
He was about to continue his search for the grocery store when he saw a familiar face in the mirror of the shop window. Melok? He turned around, but there was no one there. Was the mysterious Melok following him? Pyrik entered the empty store. The owner jumped up from his perch and made a businesslike face.
"What can I do for you, friend?" he asked.
"I ... I think I am being followed. Is there a back exit I can use to leave your store?"
The sales clerk sucked in his breath as if he had asked an intimate question.
"It is true, there is a second exit."
"May I use it?"
"Sure, but it is only open to customers."
"I am a customer."
"Not yet, my friend. But you could become one. What do you think of this little extension that allows your nanites to withstand the surface temperature of our sun? It is very popular and not expensive. It also makes a wonderful gift."
Anything to do with the sun was popular with his species. But the extension probably only worked for two seconds.
"How long?" he asked.
"How long what?"
"You know, the increase in heat tolerance."
"One... one second."
"That is what I thought."
"You have to understand that, friend. If we specify a longer period, we need special permission and have to recertify all your nanite hardware. The extension will surely last longer."
"Surely?"
"Surely."
"Ah... No, thanks."
He could not take some scrap from the salesman just because he ...
"He is still outside," said the salesman.
"Who?"
"The one who is chasing you. I think I know him. He is part of the local secret police."
That was probably a lie. Secret police operated in the shadows. They certainly could not be identified by any shopkeepers. The salesman just wanted to increase the virtual value of the rear exit.
What if he was right? Pyrik had not done anything wrong, but he could not afford to be detained, even if it was only for a few days.
"All right, then. What about the extension that allows me to split myself in half?"
The salesman leaned forward slightly. "It only works for a few seconds," he whistled softly.
"I know. I read the small print in the holo."
"I understand, my friend."
No, the salesman did not understand. But he had not been slashed by a hand blade yet either.
"Do you have any idea how long this will take to split?"
The salesman emitted an ultrasonic whistle. Suddenly, a crack appeared in his body. It was maybe two or three finger widths, but Pyrik could see the table behind the vendor. If this was an optical trick, it was a very good one and well worth the money. The crack ran absolutely straight from the head to the bottom of the torso. However, the two halves had difficulty keeping their balance. Pyrik whistled the first verse of the Starafa Hymn. After the first line, the rift in the body closed again in a flash.
"Not bad," said Pyrik and gave an appreciative whistle. "Could you have held that any longer?"
"Probably," said the seller. "But as you can see, there is a slight problem."
"The balance."
"Yes, half a body is no longer symmetrical. But if one side tips over, you might not be able to get it together quickly enough."
"What happens then?" asked Pyrik, imagining two half-sun worshippers running through the city streets together.
"I have no idea," said the vendor, turning to the side.
He was obviously hiding something.
"You know perfectly well," Pyrik said in his belly voice.
The vendor flinched and let out a disgusted croak.
"All right, if you must know: you die. Now give me the money and get out."
He was obviously annoyed, but Pyrik did not care.
"First you give me the extension."
"It works orally," the salesman explained as he grumpily lowered all the tones by an octave. "Here, you swallow this."
He held out a small, white egg. It looked too big to put in his mouth. Pyrik took it from the vendor and put it to his thin lips. His tactile hairs inspected it. It didn't seem to contain any toxins or other harmful substances. So he put it in his mouth and bit it until it cracked. The contents ran down his throat, almost making him choke. It was bitter, but at least it did not sting.
"What happens to the peel?" he whistled.
"You eat it too. It contains healthy minerals."
Pyrik chewed it and swallowed the remains. He felt nothing.
"I do not feel anything."
"That is normal. It takes a day for the nanites to take over the programming."
"And how do I trigger the effect?"
"You just think about it."
"What if I think about it by mistake?"
"Then you should quickly think about reuniting with yourself."
Great. He had acquired an ability that could kill him in a few seconds and over which he had no real control.
"Now do not make that face. Who thinks about splitting themselves in half?"
"How does it actually feel?" asked Pyrik.
"That is enough. You can try it out for yourself. Give me my money and get out of here."
"Okay."
Pyrik held out his forearm to the salesman. The living tattoo he wore there encoded his account number. Every sun worshipper received such an account at the end of their first year of life - when the average mortality rate had fallen below one percent. It not only recorded the person's assets, but also all their property ownership. Since the introduction of this system two hundred cycles ago, crimes such as robbery or theft had almost died out - at least as far as legal goods were concerned. Forbidden drugs or illegal weapons could not be traded in this way, of course. But Pyrik had not yet come into contact with these markets.
The seller scanned the tattoo and the packaging of the nanite extension, and all the data was stored indelibly in a data chain. The scanner whistled a confirmation.
"Is he still there?" asked Pyrik.
"Yes, he seems to be very patient. You just go past the counter into the back room. Push the bed that is there to one side. Underneath you will find a flap in the floor. It leads to a corridor on the floor below us."
This was not a normal back entrance, as he had expected.
"Thank you," said Pyrik.
"I hope I bring no darkness upon myself with this," said the clerk. "And keep your hands off the things in the back room. Can I count on that? You have sixty seconds. As soon as I follow, that guy out there will smell a rat."
"Got it."
Pyrik hunched his shoulders and followed the way the clerk had described. When he pushed the bed aside, he was startled to see not only the promised exit underneath, but also stacks of objects that were clearly recognizable as weapons and definitely not legal to trade. The vendor was obviously just using his store of inferior nanite enhancements as a cover for his illegal business.
Just a moment. Pyrik leaned over the weapons. One attracted his gaze like magic. He knew this type - it was a laser blaster. He had been trained on it during his military service. It was almost impossible to miss a target with it. The only weak point was the battery. This model probably only had a few shots, because it was so flat that it could be carried inconspicuously on the body. Pyrik went through the vendor's supplies, but could not find any spare batteries.
Should he really take the blaster with him? The threat did not scare him. Tomorrow morning he would launch from the spaceport into orbit. No one could track him down that quickly. Pyrik holstered the weapon, opened the hatch and swung himself through.
He landed in a dark corridor, so he first had to activate his acoustic perception. There, up ahead! He ran along, constantly echolocating with the help of his breathing holes. He finally reached a metal door. Panting through all his breathing holes, he stopped in front of it. What if it was locked? He pressed down the lever that ran across its width and the door squeaked open.
But that did not mean he was safe. Unfortunately, the grocery store with the goods from his homeland would have to wait. He walked briskly, but without running, towards the town hall, near which the hotel was located. Pyrik had almost reached his hotel when he realized that he was far from safe there. He had checked in with his tattoo. The room was his for the night. So where would they look first? He only knew one person here: Tsolak. Even if it meant putting them both in danger, he would have to spend the night with him.
Pyrik turned around on the spot and ran in the opposite direction. It didn't look like anyone was following him. The mysterious Melok was probably already waiting outside the hotel. His connections to Tsolak, on the other hand, were perhaps so old that no one in the secret police had noticed them. He had no way of knowing, but there was no alternative.

"Come in," said Tsolak.
He did not look at all surprised. His eyes were a little glassy, as if he had taken some kind of drug. With the Tsolak he knew, he could not have imagined that. He had followed every rule there was, and even some that were not written down anywhere. But Pyrik had also stolen a laser blaster today.
Pyrik followed his old friend, but when the door had closed, he stopped.
"I have something to tell you."
"You have come to the right place, Pyrikik."
Tsolak smelled rather good. The air in the apartment was as humid as if he had just bathed for a long time.
"I was followed after I left my hotel room. It was that Melok guy."
"I had the name checked. There's no Melok in the secret police who matches your description."
"Then he has a different name. You do not believe me?"
"Yes, of course I do, but maybe someone else hired him. Just do not ask who it could be."
"Who could it be?"
Tsolak whistled amusedly from his upper breathing holes. "There are at least six different organizations that could be involved. No, seven. Are you sure about starting this pursuit?"
"Yes, I did not notice anyone on the way from here to the hotel."
"Very good. The stretch between Third and Fifth Rama Street is so easy to see that you would have noticed anyone chasing you. That means they have not noticed me yet."
"Or it's the organization you work for, Tsolakik. Freelancer... I do not believe you."
"I can neither confirm nor deny your statement, but I know you are a smart one. In any case, you should be safe with me."
Pyrik reached into the pocket sewn into the back of his suit and pulled out the blaster.
"I got myself something."
"You bought an illegal weapon? Are you insane?"
"I did not buy it, I took it."
"Oho, I would not have thought you capable of that. Well, then at least there is no connection between you and the previous owner."
"Well, this Melok saw me outside his store. But I also bought something there legally."
"Very clever. What was it, if you do not mind me asking?"
"A nanite extension."
"Ah, body toys. Not really my thing. Only the stuff made for the military is really any good. Camouflage suits, undetectable special weapons, explosives that don't show up on a detector, power boosters..."
"Do you own one of those?" asked Pyrik.
"All of them."
He really did not know Tsolak. He had once told him that he would have loved to become a teacher. And now he was equipped with technology worthy of a hit squad?
"I see... I always thought you worked as a pilot in space surveillance. Then why do you need all these upgrades?"
"Yes, pilot, you could call it that," Tsolak whistled. "Some things are just not meant for the public. I am very grateful to you."
"Grateful? To me?"
"If you had not separated from me back then, I might really have become a teacher. But I desperately needed to get out of my environment, so I signed up for the forward defense of the space fleet."
"Forward defense?"
"Yes, that sounds better than 'secret hit squad', does it not?" Tsolak was whistling so softly now that he could barely hear him. "We carried out missions in enemy territory. Sabotaged the construction of Two-Breathers colonies, shot down ships that ventured too far into our territory, that sort of thing."
From the way Tsolak told it, he seemed to have enjoyed it too. Where was the tender, gentle friend he remembered?
"Did you also meet Two-Breathers on these missions?"
"Of course, always between the eyes, that is the most effective hit point."
"I have heard they have tiny eyes."
"That is true. Actually, they should be almost blind, but visually they can orient themselves quite well. They are a fascinating species. Unfortunately, they spread faster than is good for them."
Pyrik fumbled for the blaster in his pocket. Then he thought again of the pilot of the laser platform who had stolen his Starafa. That had not been a Two-Breather. They were dealing with other sun worshippers.
"Have you ever... met any of us?" he asked.
Tsolak did not answer immediately. Wavy patterns moved across his taut stomach. They interacted with the stomach wall. It looked like Tsolak was talking to himself in his stomach voice.
"I... yes," he finally whistled. "I had to. They were smugglers. It looked to us like they were trying to get cloaking technology into the Two-Breathers' sector. They did not surrender voluntarily. Apparently, they had no idea how far superior our soldiers were. We then found out from their ship's computer that they were farmers who wanted to shorten the route to their homeworld through the Two-Breathers' territory. They had activated their ship's cloak for this purpose."
"How do farmers get hold of cloaking technology? Isn't that reserved for the war fleet?"
"Bought illegally, of course. You have seen it. You can get anything you can imagine on the black market. They thought it through. The shortcut saved them so much fuel that the cloaking field generator would have paid for itself after two voyages."
When Tsolak pronounced the word 'cloaking field generator', Pyrik's stomach ached. It was sheer nonsense, techno-speak without meaning.
"Uh, could you do me a favor, Tsolakik?"
"Anything, you know that." Tsolak pointed to the tubular passage to the living room. "Shall we make ourselves a little more comfortable? We are standing around at the entrance the whole time, so my knees are already aching."
"Please do not say 'cloaking field generator', will you? That is so fundamentally wrong that it twists a few neurons every time I hear it."
Pyrik felt bad for bringing up something so trivial, but the pain the term caused him was truly physical.
"But everyone says, 'cloaking field generator'. It has become naturalized."
"Oh, please, do not repeat it. It is so wrong! There are no cloaking fields. What is that supposed to be, a cloaking field? Some kind of sack that wraps around the ship to magically cloak it from the view of others?"
Tsolak raised his arms defensively. "It is alright, I will try not to say 'cloaking field' anymore. Which term do you prefer?"
"How about 'cloaking technology'? Because that is what it is. It is metamaterials with a negative refractive index that guide electromagnetic radiation around the cloaked object so that it's no longer noticeable as an obstacle."
"I understand that, at least roughly. Now I remember why we split up back then. You were always so insistent on the correct use of terms."
Pyrik stiffened. Typical Tsolak. He immediately turned every little problem into a discussion of principles. What was so difficult about using the right word? After all, their argument had one advantage: any romantic atmosphere had disappeared - the best prerequisite for objective cooperation.
"And now you are not saying anything," Tsolak whistled. "How I hated that back then. But luckily I am past that now."
Pyrik blew evenly through his breathing holes. There was no need to get upset. The Starafa was the problem, and its captor the adversary. He had to concentrate on that. But there was one more thing. He could not hide it.
"While we are at it - it would be great if you could also drop the term 'jump drive' or just 'jump'. Yes, I know, everyone calls it that. But even if everyone calls our sky 'blue', it is still green, right?"
This time Tsolak did not answer. He did not even whistle in confirmation. Pyrik could see nothing in his eyes. His friend was breathing calmly - emphatically calmly? - and seemed neither sad nor angry. Had he perhaps not explained his request well enough? It had to be. After all, arguments were the most important basis for any discussion.
"Just so you can see how nonsensical the term is, even if everyone uses it: The machine that we usually install in the stern of our ships has only one function: it folds the space between our position and the target, and then it drills a hole in it. So, it creates a shortcut that the ship simply falls through. There is no jump, you understand? Even if it looks like the ship was somewhere else, it does not move at all when it makes the so-called jump. Imagine if I drilled a hole in the ground at your feet and you fell in. Was that a jump then? That is what I mean."
Pyrik ran out of air. Whistling and breathing at the same time for a long time was exhausting, and the clothes he was wearing hindered his skin breathing. But he was glad. He had managed to explain his thoughts to Tsolak purely with factual arguments without either of them getting upset. They were on the right track.
Suddenly, Tsolak exploded. He showered him with an incomprehensible volley of infra and ultrasonic sounds. His maternal parent, the sun worshipper that had squeezed his egg out of their egg channel, had scolded him in the same way. Pyrik moved away from Tsolak, raising his arms. He knew his friend. The only thing to do now was to wait out the outburst. Indeed, more and more understandable whistles mingled with the background noise.
"... could you just... show... smartass..."
It was clear what it would lead to. Tsolak had always disliked the fact that he knew so much. But that was just the way it was. He could not pretend to be dumber than he was for his sake.
"... career... good-for-nothing... failed... hurt..."
It was not getting any better. He just could not listen. Pyrik imagined the attacker trying to slash him again. This time, however, he parted in a flash, and the pilot waved his nanite blade around in the void. No, this idea did not help him stay calm either.
"Would you prefer that I leave?" asked Pyrik.
Perhaps it was because of his mere presence. But Tsolak only intensified his tirade. So that was not the right question either. He just had to be patient. Pyrik switched off his acoustic perception. He could tell from the hectic movements of the breathing holes that his friend was still ranting.
After a while - Pyrik had lost his sense of time - the breathing holes seemed to widen and close evenly. He switched his acoustic perception back on. Just at the right moment.
"All right," Tsolak said just then. "You may be a stinking mudfish in eternal darkness, but it is probably not your fault. It is my own fault that I thought you might have changed in the meantime."
He had certainly changed. He had learned so much! Pyrik could have corrected a few other terms that Tsolak, like most other sun worshippers, used incorrectly, but today that was probably not a good idea.
"You have not changed at all, in any case," he whistled, hoping Tsolak took it as the compliment it was meant to be.
His friend lowered his head and looked at him as if he was about to charge at him. As a precaution, Pyrik wrapped his arms protectively around his body.
"You do not have to be afraid of me," Tsolak said. "I have never physically attacked you, have I?"
That was true. Tsolak had always been the stronger of the two of them, but he had never taken advantage of his physical strength.
"I know that, Tsolakik," Pyrik whistled and put his arms down.
"I cannot promise you that I will not say 'jump drive'," Tsolak whistled. "But I will help you find the Starafa's kidnapper. Because you are right. Our authorities seem to be doing far too little in view of the size of the problem. It almost looks as if there is an order from a higher authority not to pursue the case with the highest priority. I found that out while you were in town."
"You mean they are just letting him get away with it?"
"Not quite. There is an official investigation, a ship has been put on alert, and they've tightened security at the spaceport."
"What? Do they think anyone would smuggle the Starafa in their back pocket? It is a gigantic tree; you would need a big ship to transport it."
"I know, Pyrik. And they know that too."
"But still, they are not requesting a deployment fleet from the home system, they are not completely blocking the orbit and..."
"Exactly. It looks like they want to make it particularly easy for the kidnapper. I have spoken to some in the orbital defense who are very frustrated that they keep getting slowed down."
"This is a scandal!"
"It really is. We need to find out what is going on."
"When do we start, Tsolakik?"
"I will wake you up five tones after midnight. You can sleep in my living room."
Tsolak pointed to the tunnel leading to the left.
"Thank you. If you..."
"No, Pyrik. With us, it just makes no sense. We are just too different. All I have to do is whistle 'jump engine with cloaking field' and..."
Pyrik placed his hands theatrically on his aural shells. "Stop it, please!"
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"There he is, our Scout." Tsolak pointed to a vehicle that looked like a somewhat elongated egg.
"A spaceship?" asked Pyrik.
"Yes, did you want to fly into space with your delicate little wings?"
Tsolak tapped the base of the wings just below his neck. It tickled.
"No, but what is the space elevator for?"
"It takes far too long," Tsolak whistled. "Have you ever seen how slow it goes? We only use the elevator for larger payloads that are not in a hurry."
In the Scout, the inertial force would crush him. Pyrik had heard many terrible stories about spaceships, especially the smaller ones.
"How many people can our ship hold?" he asked.
"Exactly two."
Great. That was probably the smallest possible ship he had ever had to get on.
"You are driving?" asked Pyrik.
"The automatic system is steering. But if you want, I can intervene. We could do a few loops."
"Absolutely not! No way!"
"Hey, where did the know-it-all go? I am just trying to annoy you. You should know that you cannot just fly loops in orbit."
Tsolak was right again. He should not let himself be annoyed so easily. Millions of sun worshippers had returned healthy from space travel. He had also survived the flight from his homeland to here.
They had reached the space egg. Tsolak tapped its tip and a hatch opened. It was about as wide as he was. Hidden underneath was a dark hole. Tsolak clapped his hands and the light inside switched on, revealing two beds.
"You first," Tsolak said.
"What?"
"I want you to get in first. Just climb up and lie down."
Pyrik fumbled for his blaster. They had been checked at the entrance to the spaceport, but no one had objected to the weapon. He certainly had Tsolak to thank for that. Pyrik somehow felt safer with the blaster. If only he had already had it when he came face to face with the kidnapper...
"Pyrik?"
"Get in, yes. Which side?"
"Your choice."
He climbed up the oval bow. The material felt surprisingly soft. It had to be the heat-resistant coating that would protect them from burning up. Pyrik chose the left bed. He lowered himself onto it and stretched out. The mattress automatically adjusted to his body shape.
"Ah, whoever sits on the left must steer," Tsolak said.
"Seriously?"
Pyrik reached for the seat next to him to pull himself over. But Tsolak was quicker and landed elegantly on his back.
"I do not want to be the pilot, though," Pyrik said. "I have no idea how to do it."
"That was a joke! You can take the controls from either seat. You will only have to fly if the automatic system and then I fail. But I have no intention of dropping out today."
"Me neither," whistled the automatic system.
It had a pleasant voice that still sounded impressively full even in infra- and ultrasound.
"I am very pleased to hear that," said Pyrik.
"It is a pleasure to meet you. You can call me whatever you like, except Tsolak, of course. That would lead to confusion. Glad to have you on board. As requested, I have planned a flight at maximum acceleration to bring you to the altitude of the orbital monitoring station, from which a rapid transfer orbit to the station itself should be possible. The time required for this depends on the utilization of the station's docking slots. As things stand, I do not anticipate any delays."
"Thank you, ship," Tsolak said. "Take us up then."
"At your command."
The hatch closed. Now it was getting really tight. The hatch was perhaps a forearm's length away from his face. Pyrik felt something crawling over his stomach and abdomen.
"What's happening down there?" he asked. "It's tickling."
Tsolak did not answer. Pyrik realized for himself what it was all about. The ship strapped him to the couch and at the same time made sure that he did not accidentally soil the couch. Cool snakes were now also approaching from the back of his neck, crawling up to his breathing holes and mouth.
"This is all just to be on the safe side," Tsolak said. "The ship will take care of you as if you were its child."
"That is nice."
"The automatic system actually has an emotion module. It loves you, it cannot help it. The priority is even higher than her self-preservation instinct."
"A real mother," said Pyrik.
"How do you know that? Did you become a mother or a father after our separation?"
"No, neither. I was only thinking about my own mother."
"You are a lucky one, Pyrikik. It was common for us to put the children in a communal institution with a cycle. I have no memory of my parents."
"I am sorry about that."
Pyrik could not remember Tsolak ever telling him that. Though he had never asked. But it would explain why his friend had always been so keen to have children of his own, whether as a father or a mother.
"It is different here on 6P6, by the way," Tsolak said. "The children stay exclusively with their parents until they are three years old. That is how a relationship is supposed to develop."
"I see. That is also..."
A deep grumble shut down Pyrik's thoughts and flooded him with panic. It began in a deep infrasound that made all his bone plates vibrate, but then increased in intensity and pitch. Pyrik tried to break free, but his body was bound to the base. He tried to turn his right hand into a cutter to cut the straps, but the nanites did not react. A warning sound rang out.
"You should not use your nanites now," Tsolak said. "The acceleration will destroy them if they leave rest mode at this moment."
"Are they that sensitive?"
"I would not call them sensitive. The eightfold weight of the home world is not very tolerable for such a tiny universal machine."
"Thanks for the warning."
"That was just an explanation. The automatic system has cut the signal transmission to the nanites anyway. You cannot activate them."
"And if I..."
The whole universe rushed at him. A heavy weight tortured his chest and crushed his limbs. The mixed stomach emptied. Pyrik could not stop it. His skull was about to burst. He could only see the world distorted. He could not endure this torture for long, but he could not find a way to end it either. His mind was locked in a motionless shell. The only communication with the outside world consisted of the reception of pain, pain, pain. Even seeing, hearing, smelling, feeling and tasting were painful. Pyrik could no longer hold a thought. They also seemed to want to flee from the pain and galloped wildly through his head. He ran after them, stumbling and cursing, but could not get hold of any of them.
Suddenly it was over. He must have died. Everything became very easy. His thoughts trotted back to him. They ran around him like shy striped horses and eyed him curiously. Pyrik waved to them and whispered reassuringly until one of them finally made itself known.
"It is over," it said, and it was in the form of five tones in a register that only Tsolak knew.
Pyrik was not dead. As if at a general signal, the other striped horses approached as well, revealing their true nature, the thoughts and sensations that made them up. He smelled the sour aroma of his stomach contents, felt the pad that had molded perfectly to his body and the strap across his belly that pressed him to it, but also noticed the incredible lightness of his limbs, which he could now move again.
"Was it so bad?" asked Tsolak.
I died, his belly voice answered involuntarily.
"I'm sorry. It was okay," whistled Pyrik. "I got through it, right?"
"For the most part."
"And that means?"
"There will be a few more minor acceleration phases to reach transfer orbit."
"How long was I dead?"
"The ascent took a total of eleven hectoseconds."
Eleven hundred seconds? The time seemed far too long and far too short at the same time. But Tsolak had no reason to cheat him.
"Look," Tsolak said and pointed ahead.
The flap became transparent. Black night descended over them. Darkness was traditionally considered a bad thing to avoid in their worlds, but there was something very special about this impenetrable blackness. It was as if it was greedily sucking all the light out of the world. His stomach wall shook so much that it almost activated his belly voice. It was frightening and uplifting in one, because it radiated an incredible magnitude. He had never experienced such dimensions on the surface of a planet. Pyrik felt tiny.
After the braking maneuver that initiated the transfer orbit, the station came into view. At first it consisted only of thousands of lights that seemed to float without contours in space. Someone had lit flying candles and released them into the universe in a large swarm. They reminded him of the luminescent insects that had swarmed out on his home world on balmy nights.
As they came closer, the station finally gained an outline. Each light was assigned meaning and purpose. They blinked in different colors and rhythms. Pyrik was tempted to convert them into sounds. Everything he needed was there - frequency, relative intensity and signal length. He constructed a conversion table in his head and set it up as a routine so that he no longer had to consciously think about it. Now all he had to do was let the lights affect him and he could whistle the song they were playing. It certainly was not deliberately programmed music, but it sounded extraordinary.
"What are you singing?" Tsolak asked.
His friend had of course realized that the words he was whistling did not make sense. Anything that made no mental sense was considered music.
"I am translating the flickering of the station's lights," Pyrik explained.
"That sounds wonderful. I thought it was some famous Spirate."
"No, it is not a composition. I am just following what the station is saying."
Tsolak did not ask any more questions. He was obviously going to let him sing. After a while, his friend opened his wings and put them around Pyrik's shoulders. It was a sensitive gesture of thanks that needed no words.
"And you do that in your head, the translation?" asked Tsolak.
"Yes, in the background. I do not have to think about it."
"Your brain can work without you constantly monitoring it?"
Tsolak's question was full of recognition, but he did not deserve it.
"But yours can do that too. Or do you think about when it's time to breathe or which breathing hole you have to open when to say something specific?"
"That is something else. You can obviously outsource any activity to the background."
"I bet you could learn that too, Tsolakik. All you have to do is trust your brain and it will do any job without constant supervision."
"I do not think so. But then you would have to be the perfect translator. If someone were to teach you the human language, I mean that of the Two-Breathers, you could translate it in the background and then whistle it, like those beautiful songs now."
"You think so? I do not know how complicated the routines can be that I can outsource to the background."
"Orbital monitoring station to Scout, please report," an unfamiliar voice whistled from the loudspeaker.
"Shall I take over communications for you?" the automated system asked.
"No, thank you," said Tsolak. "This is Nerbuk, I know him well."
"As you wish."
"Hello, Nerbuk, this is Tsolak. I am registered with you."
"I already know that, old friend. I just have to follow the protocols. All hell is breaking loose here right now, I cannot afford to make a mistake."
"What has happened?" Tsolak asked.
"Everything at once," replied Nerbuk. "First the news came in that Two-Breathers had kidnapped the Starafa."
Pyrik let out an excited whistle. The pilot he had seen had clearly not been a Two-Breather. He had been slashed by the nanite sword of another sun worshipper. There were few things in the universe he was so sure of.
"Excuse me? As far as I know..." Tsolak began.
"Now wait and let me finish. We have actually found evidence that one of their ships is lurking around here somewhere!"
That was impossible. This system was a long way from the sector borders. In any case, the enemy would have had to travel several stages, at least six or seven, according to what they knew about the aliens' technology. Each time they could and should have been detected. This was probably just a diversionary tactic.
"Did you see that yourself?" Tsolak asked.
That was a good question. Someone had probably falsified the data to throw suspicion in a different direction. The whole abduction was getting ... stranger and stranger. If the abductors had been able to slip false data into the surveillance station, then it must have been covered up from the very top. But who or what was at the top?
"Yes, the signatures are clearly alien," Nerbuk said. "And it is definitely not a Never swarm."
"And why have you not destroyed them yet?" asked Tsolak.
"Well, that is the big question everyone here is asking. After the initial discovery, they seem to have disappeared again. Maybe they jumped, but no incoming ships have been reported from the neighboring systems within their range. Of course, all monitoring stations have been put on high alert. If the Two-Breathers are targeting our Starafas and getting away with it, it could mean they have made unexpectedly large technological advances."
"This is all very strange," Tsolak said.
"Yes, it is best if you come on board first. Then you can see the data for yourselves. Everyone here is delighted that you are visiting us right now. Your expertise would be in demand like never before."
"Thank you, Nerbuk."
The station crew seemed to have a very high opinion of his old friend. He did not even know this side of him.
"Are you going to tell me who you are bringing with you?"
"This is Pyrik, an old friend. He enjoys my full trust."
"That is good to know. Then we trust him too. Is he single? I have to ask. There are some colleagues here who have been looking for a partner for a long time. It is not so easy when you've been orbiting a station for years."
Pyrik was amused and curious to see how Tsolak would answer this question.
"You better ask him yourself," said Tsolak. "He's neither father nor mother yet, anyway."
Pyrik nudged him in the side with his arm. That was none of this Nerbuk's business!
"Understood. I will see you on board. Nerbuk out."
"Ship, can you take over the approach?" asked Tsolak.
"My pleasure," whistled the ship.
Pyrik felt the harness climbing up him again. He ignored it.
"There is something very wrong here." he said.
"I know," said Tsolak.
"The alleged ship of the Two-Breathers, which they suddenly cannot find, but which has not left either ..."
"Maybe they have a cloaking field now," Tsolak said. "Sorry, cloaking technology."
"Or a space folding machine whose use can no longer be proven."
The sentence slipped out. He immediately regretted it, because it would send Tsolak's thoughts in completely the wrong direction. The Two-Breathers could not hide from their superior technology. So there was only one conclusion: they had never been here. Someone was attempting a deceptive maneuver, the purpose of which Pyrik could not understand.
"Would such a thing be physically possible?" asked Tsolak.
Pyrik was confused for a moment. What was Tsolak talking about? Oh, about shielding gravitational waves.
"No, that is completely impossible," explained Pyrik. "To fold space in such a way that a hole is created, you need enormous mass, or energy which is the same thing, at least for a short time. Gravitational waves always emanate from such an agglomeration. If you throw a stone into water, you cannot prevent water waves from being created. Such a large mass can no more be concealed than the presence of our ships hidden by cloaking technology."
"And if they have learned to shield gravitational waves?"
"That is impossible. They are a property of space. You would have to replace space with nothing. But nothing does not exist."
"Is that not what they used to say about negative energy?"
"Yes, but it's true about nothingness. If it existed, it would no longer be nothing."
Pyrik felt guilty because he had not told his friend the whole truth. He had left out a fact. It was true that it was impossible to replace space with nothing in order to prevent the propagation of gravitational waves. But at least it did not seem completely impossible to cleverly eliminate the periodic fluctuations in the fabric of space-time using the same basic principle that was used for soundproofing. Sound and counter-sound. Antigravity did not exist, but if you were able to control huge masses precisely in space and time, it was at least not completely outlandish to cancel out an effect with a counter-effect.
However, their own civilization was still thousands of years away from such a feat, and that of the Two-Breathers even more so. It was therefore not worth explaining this purely theoretical possibility to Tsolak. He would only think it was more real than it could ever be. He apparently did not even believe Pyrik about the non-existence of nothingness. Had the Preservers ever gotten that far? Pyrik would have liked to talk to one of their scientists about it, but they had disappeared. All they had left behind were these wonderful trees, which had now become the plaything of a kidnapper. Pyrik's hand involuntarily turned into a blade.
A quick jolt pushed Pyrik into the straps. Something rattled outside. The hatch that served as an entrance and exit opened. Behind it, a person in uniform was waiting for them, waving.
"That is Nerbuk," said Tsolak.
Pyrik had already guessed that. Nerbuk seemed to be very happy because he was whistling a cheerful tune that sounded familiar to him.
"Do you want to get out?" asked Tsolak.
"No, you first. I am shy," said Pyrik.
"Suit yourself."
Tsolak unbuckled his seatbelt, climbed onto his cot and pushed himself forward at an angle so that he almost landed in Nerbuk's arms. The other caught him and placed him on the ground. Then the two embraced. More soldiers came from behind and also greeted Tsolak enthusiastically.
Suddenly Nerbuk stood on Tsolak's bed, bent down and undid Pyrik's straps.
"I must apologize," he said. "We are all so happy to see Tsolak again. But that does not mean we do not appreciate your presence. May I help you up? Are you familiar with movement in microgravity?"
He had said "microgravity"! Pyrik made two appreciative sounds. Anyone who did not mention weightlessness probably did not speak of a cloaking field or a jump engine. You could have a serious conversation with someone like that without having to constantly fret about small mistakes and inaccuracies. But Nerbuk was certainly waiting for an answer.
"It has been over twenty years since my last space journey," he replied.
"Then it is high time! I have heard that you are interested in the Preservers and have been working on the Starafa."
Nerbuk must have asked his friend Tsolak about him. He was no great light when it came to Starafa research. All his publications had been usurped by his boss. The same one who had apparently betrayed them. Pyrik's joy subsided. He had a job to do here. Nerbuk's interest was pleasant, if it was genuine and sustained, because it would make it easier for him to carry out his mission. They were apparently up against powerful opponents here. Their only advantage was that those behind them probably had no idea that they were about to take them on.
"May I?" asked Nerbuk, holding out his arm. "Just for the first jump."
Pyrik took hold. Nerbuk jumped off, and together they flew out of the exit towards the ceiling of the approach dock. There, Nerbuk pushed off skillfully so that they landed directly behind Tsolak, who was talking to three soldiers.
"That worked out well," said Nerbuk. "Basically, it is quite simple. You must only find a point from which you can push off. That can sometimes be a bit difficult in large rooms. But there are handholds on all the walls. If you are really floating around somewhere without a handhold - your wings will finally be of some use here. Give it a try!"
Nerbuk unfolded his back shells and spread his wings. They shone green and purple. Pyrik had never seen such an intense play of colors. His own wings were blue, as was standard, and much smaller. He imitated Nerbuk and took off with the very first flap of his wings. It worked! He could fly! The only difficulty he had to get used to was that once a movement had begun, it did not stop by itself. Every impulse needed a counter-impulse. He fluttered his wings, turned around and landed back next to Tsolak.
"... are you sure they are not hiding behind a cloaking field?" Tsolak just asked his three interlocutors.
"Could we please say, 'cloaking technology'?" Nerbuk corrected him. "We cannot provide accurate data if we do not use the right terms."
Pyrik could not help but whistle appreciatively. Nerbuk was perfect. He absolutely had to talk to him that evening about the new ideas of the physicists, who imagined space as a construct of tiny strings that sounded at different frequencies. A universe from the language of sun worshippers, that sounded almost too egocentric to be true.
"Of course, Nerbuk," Tsolak said. "You are quite right. We need the right words, nothing else."

Checking the data that Nerbuk's people had obtained was a laborious task. They had already transferred the reflections in the various wavelengths in which they had searched the sector into a common database. The material was so extensive that they had trained an artificial intelligence to search it for anomalies.
It had detected seventeen unusual measuring points, but all of them could be explained in other ways. It was impossible that they showed a ship of the Two-Breathers - unless it was larger than a modern planet destroyer or smaller than a Scout. But the sources at the secret service, which monitored the technical development of the aliens, clearly ruled this out.
Pyrik wanted to start with the AI. Any artificial intelligence was only as good as its training data. There was some material about the Two-Breathers' ships. But if they were venturing so deep into foreign territory, their means of transportation was certainly not a standard warship, and the crew would certainly be particularly well selected and would be both daring and skilful. These were prerequisites that Pyrik had to take for granted, but which the AI did not take into account in its pattern comparisons.
"326,664 suspicious measurements," the display showed.
Pyrik had made himself comfortable in front of the huge screen on a double bar, which Nerbuk had made come out of the wall with a double ultrasonic whistle. As it turned out, he also preferred the traditional double bar to the modern sofa lounger. Pyrik simply found it much more relaxing to be able to bend his knees this way.
"You cannot possibly work through them manually," said Nerbuk, who had sat down next to him but left enough space, a gesture of courtesy much appreciated by Pyrik.
"I think so," he whistled.
First, he filtered out all the locations that were out of the question in terms of distance. If the ship had abducted the Starafa, as certain people claimed, it must have been in orbit around 6P6 at time X, at least for a short time. But then it could not have been too far away during the subsequent chase. The maximum engine power of the Two-Breathers was known. He added another twenty percent and got a radius of a few light hours.
"73,420 suspicious readings," was now on the screen.
Pyrik had them displayed spatially. The previously flat display generated a holo effect. Suddenly he was sitting in the middle of a cloud of blinking stars. He reduced the scale so that he could view the finds from the outside. Any one of them could be an alien ship.
"Look, Nerbuk," he whistled.
"Yes, still a lot of them," Nerbuk replied.
"Can you guarantee me that you can track down every space convolution in this radius?"
Nerbuk did not hesitate. "Absolutely. We only extended our interferometers a cycle ago. That means we can cover space all the way to the neighboring system."
"Good. Then the ship must be in this cloud. If it was ever here."
"You sound skeptical?" asked Nerbuk.
"Do you believe in this brigand's tale?" Pyrik asked back.
"I am convinced that we would have tracked down any ship of the Two-Breathers. So the story cannot have happened the way we are told. But what makes you doubt it?"
Apparently, the only witness, himself, was not even mentioned in the official story. Otherwise, it must have been clear to Nerbuk why he was skeptical. That was certainly interesting - and frightening. If the witness had been eliminated from the course of events, he would have to be gotten rid of completely in the end. It was probably a good thing that Tsolak had brought him here to the station. The arms of the secret service would not reach that far after all.
He had to tell Nerbuk the truth. The more people knew it, the harder it became to suppress it.
"I saw with my own eyes how the pilot of a laser platform mutilated our Starafa. It was not an alien. It was one of us. I have no idea why they want to blame this outrage on the Two-Breathers. The very existence of this colony here depends on it!"
Nerbuk put his wing on his shoulder. "I am very sorry to hear that. You should be careful. As a witness..."
"I know," Pyrik interrupted him.
He wanted to avoid inflaming Nerbuk's fear even further. It was enough that he was worried about himself.
"Good, then let us speak about something else," Nerbuk said. "How are you going to cope with this amount of data without the AI? Or should we save ourselves the trouble? We both seem to know that it could not have been the Two-Breathers."
Pyrik flinched. He was irritated. How could Nerbuk seriously suggest such an unscientific approach?
"No, forget my stupid suggestion," Nerbuk said. "That would violate all scientific standards. We have enough conjecture. We need reliable data."
Pyrik was still so shocked that he watched Nerbuk intently. He seemed completely honest, did not scratch the base of his wings and did not have particularly watery eyes, as was often the case when lying. On the contrary, he made a few worried noises and seemed seriously annoyed with himself. He really could trust Nerbuk.
"As for your question - I plan to process the data via a routine I am setting up in my subconscious. That way I should have it analyzed in half a day."
"That is exciting! You have mastered the Glifok routine technique?"
"I'm sorry, I've never heard of Glifok. I taught myself as a child when I was bored."
"Oh, then you have an extraordinary talent. I am very glad I had the chance to get to know you."
Pyrik felt his wings wanting to unfurl. The praise of such a competent scientist filled him with joy. Nevertheless, he suppressed the impulse. It would have been embarrassing to give in to it.
"The pleasure is all mine," he whistled.
"Sorry, I did not mean to distract you," said Nerbuk. "What do you factor into your routine?"
"Well, first of all, trust that the AI has done a good job within its capabilities. So I do not worry about criteria that are captured by a statistical model. Rather, I go by the technical expectations of an alien ship operating so far away from its base."
"What conclusions have you come to?"
"I am always open to suggestions. My concept is for a spaceship that is slightly smaller than average. It will be designed to resemble natural objects. It might even be built on the basis of an asteroid."
"We do not yet know of any such ships from the Two-Breathers, but that does not necessarily mean anything," added Nerbuk.
"That is correct. The ship must have the most powerful engine possible. At the same time, however, it will travel inconspicuously. Its orbit will probably mimic typical comet orbits in our system. We will not register any artificial radiation - they would be suicidal if they allowed that. But they will also avoid any corrective maneuvers as long as they think we can observe them."
"What about cloaking technology?" asked Nerbuk.
"We cannot rule that out either. Technology continues to develop on both sides of the border. At least since their first encounter with us, they will have been working at full speed on the technology, and a spy ship like this would be the best way to test it."
"What do you think they want with us?"
"If the official story is true, it would be the Starafa. But they cannot be that stupid. I think it is more about intelligence of some kind. Maybe they are preparing an invasion."
"Do you really think so? After the crushing defeats we have inflicted on them..."
"It would only be logical. Otherwise, the balance of power will continue to shift to their disadvantage. They will have to cut us down to size. I also do not believe that we are invincible. Our fleet is far superior to theirs, but it is spread far too widely across the sector. We would have no chance against a massive advance. They could probably wipe out half of our industrial capacity in a short space of time. But they need detailed information for that."
"You are frightening me, Pyrik. I had no idea you were also a military strategist. Are we really that vulnerable?"
Nerbuk folded his wings again and wrung his hands. He formed patterns with his seven fingers. Pyrik watched him, fascinated. He had to pull himself together.
"They do not have this information yet," he explained. "I certainly hope not."
"I have to apologize again for keeping you from your work, Pyrikik. It is simply wonderful to be able to watch such systematic research."
Pyrikik? Nerbuk had used the friendly diminutive. What was that supposed to mean now?
"I... I am honored, but..."
"You need your rest to learn the routine. Of course, I understand."
Nerbuk moved a little away from him, and that actually helped Pyrik regain his concentration. Now he had to teach his subconscious to systematically apply all the criteria he already had in his head to the data at hand. That was not difficult. The only new thing was the sheer volume of data.
Pyrik imagined the processing as a conveyor belt on which objects of different sizes and shapes lay. They were pushed off the belt by large stamps if they did not meet one of the criteria. He built up the stamps step by step. Then all he had to do was switch it on and present the data. That was the most mentally exhausting part because he did not have a brain-computer interface. At least not an artificial one - he had to capture the data visually.
But after the first ten data records, he realized that he had overestimated himself. The bottleneck was the input. His eyes were reading the data too slowly. It would take days to get useful results. Useful meant that they could rule out the possibility of a Two-Breathers ship behind every single reading. After that, they could hopefully go in search of the real abductors. Hopefully Nerbuk would also support him in this. As head of the surveillance station, he was in charge.
Pyrik leaned back. The top bar gave way slightly. That was exactly how it had to be for it to feel comfortable.
"Problems?" whispered Nerbuk.
"No, yes, well, not really, but still."
Pyrik hated his own answer. How could anyone be so unspecific? Perhaps the background process was taking up too much of his conscious capacity.
"I see," Nerbuk said.
That was either meant politely or mockingly. Pyrik always found it hard to tell the difference.
"No, really, I understand," Nerbuk whistled. "It is not a problem, but it is one. Just like in the famous stick-horse parable by Sektuk."
It did not feel like that, but Pyrik did not answer. He sensed the idea even before it manifested itself in his mind. Maybe it was his imagination, but in his memory it had worked every time. The feeling was clear. And then it came. Sounds! All he had to do was encode part of the data in the form of sounds, in a system of six. Unlike the writing on the screen, he could absorb the data unfiltered, in its original form, which would save conscious processing capacity and load the subconscious routines with data more quickly.
"I have it," he said without further explanation.
There was no time for that now. He had to convert the entire database to a system of sixes and adjust his routines. The numbers on the screen were already changing. All the symbols that had stood for six, seven, eight and nine disappeared. Instead, the numbers grew in length. Immediately afterwards, the computer began to emit sounds in rapid succession. They did not sound harmonious, but Pyrik did not need to listen to them. He fed them directly into his subconscious, which was now finally able to perform at its best. Pyrik turned the speed up so high that the sounds could just about be distinguished. Now it was working perfectly. He would have the data in a few hours.
"I will leave you to your work then," said Nerbuk. "Shall we meet for a Chawan tonight? We brew it ourselves."
"Gladly," said Pyrik.
An invitation, oh my! His concentration lapsed for a moment, and he missed about a hundred notes.
"Why not come by my cabin," said Nerbuk. "Level 2, right at the end of the corridor."

A strange silence fell. It took Pyrik a moment to realize that the computer was no longer emitting any sounds. He had done it! And it was not even three notes before midnight. He carefully dug into his subconscious. It had stored the results, but if he dug too hard, it might forget them in shock.
He was lucky. It felt as unpleasant as if he was pushing something he had already eaten from his stomach back into his mouth, but these thoughts were fresh. There were surprisingly few and at the same time disappointingly many. The whole process had spit out the coordinates of three points in space where, at least theoretically, a Two-Breathers ship could have been when the monitoring station had plowed through the surrounding space with its instruments.
He switched the display to holo mode and had the three points shown to him. At the first result, he saw only empty space, until he remembered that the data was not up to date. He let the computer calculate back to the time when the measurements had been taken. The point in space remained empty. Pyrik moved the display back and forth in time, but it stayed that way. No known object had even come close to these coordinates.
He would have liked to discuss this with Tsolak or Nerbuk, but neither of them was to be seen. Oh well. There were not too many possibilities. He pulled up the measurement data on the screen. The gravitational wave sensor had been triggered, and there were also pulses from the X-ray and gamma scanners. This could indicate an object with primitive cloaking technology that failed at the high frequencies of X-rays and gamma radiation.
The fact that there were no other measurements of this kind spoke against it. If it was a ship, it must have improved its cloaking technology afterwards, which did not seem plausible. But wait. If he went by the data from the gravitational wave sensor alone, a certain mass had actually moved along a path where the coordinates were located. Interesting. What would the others say?
The second measuring point that his subconscious had selected had the same coordinates as a known asteroid, which was listed with the code number 98898779. However, the asteroid had apparently gained mass. Normally, asteroids became lighter over time because volatile components outgassed or splintered due to collisions. Why had Nerbuk's algorithm not detected this peculiarity? Perhaps there was a natural explanation for the growth.
The third location was surprisingly close to the planet - more precisely, in its orbit around the local sun, but shifted forward by 60 degrees, in the fourth Purlak point, where the gravitational pull of the planet and its star balanced each other out. Pyrik zoomed in on the P4 point. The astronomers had already discovered seven smaller asteroids there, each with their own orbits around P4.
Pyrik went through them one by one, touching and stopping them, while the hologram reacted to his movements. The space between them was almost filled with fog. Frequent collisions had concentrated dust and ice here, to such a density that the perimeter of the P4 point looked like a large, solid body at some wavelengths.
The P4 point would be the perfect hiding place for a not-too-large object. The Starafa would fit inside five times over, but it would also accommodate an entire ship if its technology did not interact with dust and ice. This was especially true for atmospheric spaceships, which could even survive a landing in the dense atmosphere of the homeworld. There was a whole range of such aircraft in the fleet. Pyrik imagined how it had flown cloaked into a low orbit, waited for the laser platform to work and then hid with its prey in the cloud at the P4 point.
Of course, this mission could also have been carried out by a ship of the Two-Breathers. Even if he did not believe it, he would officially support this version. That would make it easier to get a ship to help them check. Because he could check whether certain unknown people liked it or not.
Pyrik switched off the screen. He had seen what he wanted to see. It was time for a Chawan with Nerbuk.

"To the light," said Nerbuk, holding up the glass with the boiling drink and opening his mouth.
The drink in the glass was in the middle of an exothermic reaction. It was important to get it down the gullet in such a way that it could not wet the sensitive interior of the mouth. The tube that led down to the first stomach was insensitive to heat, but at the same time was filled with numerous sensor cells to prepare the stomach for what was to come. Chawan drinkers appreciated both the thrill and the supposedly mind-blowing taste of the drink, which was constantly changing due to the ongoing chemical reaction.
"To light," replied Pyrik.
Nerbuk tilted the glass, a finger-length cylinder with an equally long stem, 150 degrees in one elegant movement. The liquid shot out, but did not move in the direction the glass was pointing, as Pyrik would have assumed. Instead, the sudden change in movement caused it to be propelled by its own inertia directly forwards, where Nerbuk's open mouth was already waiting.
Nerbuk had his eyes closed. He must be a really experienced Chawan drinker. Pyrik decided to use a different technique. He bent his head over the vertically held glass, opened his mouth and then gave the liquid an impulse from below so that the liquid shot upwards. This made it easier for him to hit his mouth. But he had not considered that the esophagus was significantly kinked as a result. The liquid smashed against its inner wall and some of it squirted out again and landed in his mouth. The pain was hellish, but he stifled any sound of pain.
Fortunately, they were almost immediately overtaken by the sensations of the nerves in his esophagus. Pyrik felt cold and heat, soft and crisp, sweet and sour, bitter and foul, all at the same time. It was as if all the senses of taste were gathered in the oesophagus, and that was probably the evolutionary idea, because the stomach porter at the end of it was able to actively transport unsuitable food back out again.
But it accepted the Chawan. The pain slowly subsided. Nerbuk gave a few appreciative whistles.
"Your Chawan technique could still be optimized, but your pain tolerance is well developed."
"Thank you," said Pyrik. "I hardly have any experience with Chawan."
On 6P6, the drink was only allowed to be served in selected establishments whose employees had been specially trained in its preparation.
"A beginner? You hardly seem like one. How was it?"
"Unique."
He actually enjoyed the experience. Unlike with alkanes, alcohols or alkenes, which were otherwise consumed as recreational drugs, the mildly toxic effects were absent after consumption. He felt clearer in the head than ever before. Or was that an effect of the Chawan?
"What did you find out?" asked Nerbuk.
Pyrik sat back down on the comfortable perch in front of one of the two portholes. The room at the end of level 2 had the huge advantage of having a view in two directions. He could look at the planet and the dark cosmos with all its stars at the same time. Nerbuk had already shown him around and demonstrated all the amenities, right down to the massage hands in the wall, the training rods for the knees and the special blow dryer for the wings. It wasn't a bad job being head of the observation station.
"Pyrikik?"
The diminutive again. What was Nerbuk trying to say? The scientist usually had no problem expressing himself clearly.
"Uh, yes?"
"The results?"
Oh. Maybe the Chawan was making it difficult to think after all.
"There are three points where it would be worth taking a closer look. One is in the middle of empty space, the second is an asteroid with a slightly increased mass, and the third is in the P4 point."
"The AI has missed a lot," said Nerbuk and stood up.
"I was wondering too. It should at least have noticed the Purlak point. You should check the training data."
"We will."
Nerbuk came closer. He had his mouth pressed together and looked very tense overall. Should he offer him a massage? But would that be proper? And did it matter if it was seemly?
"I think it would be best if we checked there as soon as possible. The dust density is so high that it would be the ideal hiding place."
"You are right," whistled Nerbuk. "I will pass this on to the relevant authorities in the morning."
"But we best do it ourselves..."
"Pyrikik, we are a monitoring station. The local defense forces are responsible for looking things up."
"We could just take a ferry. Even the Scout would be suitable."
"But what if the Two-Breathers are lurking there? Even those lowly aliens can handle the Scout. I would hate to lose you."
"I cannot imagine them attacking us. That would be their certain death. They would probably flee as quickly as possible. And maybe I am wrong. You would have noticed the Two-Breathers if there were any here."
"Of course, my dear friend," said Nerbuk.
He had now come so close that he could wrap his colorful, shiny wing around Pyrik. It was a strange feeling that conveyed trust. The wings were so delicate and fragile that even one wrong move could cause them to tear. And Nerbuk must be very proud of his wings.
"Perhaps it will be enough if we fly there tomorrow," said Pyrik.
Nerbuk was guiding him without him realizing it yet. They were already standing just outside the room that the scientist had previously described to him as a bedroom.
"That is the right attitude," said Nerbuk.
Pyrik noticed that he kept his arms folded behind his body while he felt him with his wings. The situation almost reminded him of the foreplay of a mating dance. Wait, was Nerbuk trying to seduce him right now? That had not happened to him for many years. Actually, it did not suit him right now either. After all, the kidnapped Starafa was waiting to be rescued! Could he...
"You should relax a bit," said Nerbuk. "You seem as nervous as a child before his birthday."
"I ... I am nervous. I do not think that..."
"Come on, just turn around and let us see what happens."
No, he would not turn around. Pyrik knew exactly what Nerbuk was up to, and he really did not feel like it right now.
"Nerbuk, I do not think that's a good idea."
"You are making it difficult for me too," said Nerbuk.
"I am really not in the mood right now. I am truly sorry."
"Me too. I hate having to look someone in the eye that I am about to kill."
Suddenly Pyrik had a sense of déjà vu. The scientist's right hand had turned into a nanite blade. With his left, he pushed Pyrik backwards against the wall. Nerbuk took a swing. The blade glittered in the light of the planet that was just visible in the right-hand porthole. It moved towards him from below with breathtaking speed, intending to slice him in two with one swipe. Nerbuk's huge eyes looked completely cold. His orifices showed no sign of effort. It was an easy job. The blade was so sharp that it cut effortlessly through his body as if he were made of foam.
Nerbuk staggered. He had put more force into the blow than was necessary. Instead of stopping in time, the blade slammed into the ceiling, ricocheted and pulled him backwards. Pyrik felt a strange sensation in the center of his body. The smacking sound that followed made him retch. It had worked! He had imagined the blade slicing him in half, and the extension had recognized the thought as a command and acted on it. This was his chance. Nerbuk was already struggling to his feet. He checked the blade, taking more time than necessary. It almost seemed as if he was enjoying the kill.
Pyrik fumbled for the weapon. It was in the pocket of his cloak. Earlier, he had briefly considered leaving it in his room, but something had made him pack it. He drew the blaster and took the safety off. Where should he aim? There was no single vital organ whose loss would lead to instant death. Except the head. If he burned the brain out of Nerbuk's mighty skull, the secondary brains scattered throughout his body would still be able to function to some extent, but Nerbuk would never be able to remember who had done him in. Because Pyrik had already made plans.
"You do not have to do this," whistled Nerbuk. "We can talk things over."
Nerbuk did not want to talk. He wanted to buy time. Pyrik noticed how he assessed his opponent and waited to use the blade again. This time he held his arm so that the blow would come from the side. The ability to split along the longitudinal axis would then be of no use to him.
A little further to the left. The most important memory areas were located above the left eye. No, that was the right one. He moved his hand slightly. This was the moment Nerbuk had been waiting for. He struck with the blade. But Pyrik had already pulled the trigger. The laser beam found Nerbuk's skull at the speed of light, drilled into it and came out the back, leaving the opposite wall smoking.
At the same moment, the nanite blade struck his right arm, in which he was holding the weapon. It was no longer wielded with force, but only followed the impulse of inertia. Nevertheless, it was sharp enough to sever a few of the outer nerve fibers. Of all things, they were the ones that transmitted commands to his hand. Pyrik had been about to release the trigger, but his fingers no longer reacted. As he yanked his arm down in pain, he pulled the blaster with him, still spitting a laser beam. The deadly beam cut through Nerbuk's flesh. It stank, and his left arm fell.
Pyrik tried to let go of the weapon, but his hand did not react. He fidgeted with his arm, but instead of getting rid of the blaster, he drew the laser beam once across Nerbuk's body, causing his head to tip forward at the base of his chest. On some stupid impulse, Pyrik tried to catch him. Nerbuk would hurt himself if he hit the ground nose first. The forward motion this thought triggered caused the laser beam to twitch downwards. It drew a Z in the opponent's upper body and almost severed his leg. But then he ran out of energy.
He felt sick. What had he done? Nerbuk, the famous scientist, was still standing on his feet. In microgravity, you always needed a reason to tip over, he would have explained that to him, so he did him a favor and kicked his abdomen with his foot, which then drifted across the room and hit the back wall with a loud noise. Pyrik had to sit down, although that made no difference. He had killed a person, and not just any person, but the head of the station!
No one would believe that the other had attacked first. The nanite blade quickly reformed as the nanites, in emergency mode, tried to repair what could not be restored. Whoever investigated the murder would not even be able to read Nerbuk's memory, because he had pulverized it. No, that was not right. He had denatured it.
Pyrik stood up. He could not sit around for long. Since Nerbuk was off work now, they would not be looking for him until tomorrow morning. He had to use this time. Staying here on board was out of the question. At best, if he was believed, he would be tied to the planet for a cycle, which was how long such an investigation took. But he had to find the Starafa!
He floated to the door. Wait a minute. From now on, he had to plan every step. Nerbuk's room would not let him in once he had left it. He couldn't get hectic. After all, he had at least ten hours. First, he had to search the room. Maybe he would find evidence that Nerbuk was working with the abductors. He floated up to the ceiling.
Below him was a battlefield. His right leg was hanging from his body with only a few scraps of flesh. Blood was oozing from all the cut surfaces. He had always assumed that a laser cut would immediately cauterize the cut surface, but that had probably been a mistake. The upper body was cut into slices like a whirlpool. The head looked like a plant that had been pulled out of its pot along with the soil. Blue blood was still running from the base of the neck. He had no idea how large the volume of blood in the head must be.
Nerbuk's mouth formed a narrow tunnel into his skull. It had probably not been a pleasant end. The breathing holes were clean. Blood had only flowed into the top two. He kept a proper distance from his arms. They still looked muscular and made him feel like they wanted to wrap themselves around his neck.
He took another particularly long look at the hole in his head. Nerbuk must have been quite proud of his intelligence, but there was very little of it left. The laser had had more time here in the confined space than anywhere else and had partly vaporized the mass, but for the most part it had also just thoroughly denatured it, turning it into carbon, fat and water. Surprisingly large amounts of fat. Pyrik had definitely learned something about anatomy today, in addition to the lesson about particularly nice colleagues. He already knew why he preferred to work alone.
But he would never get away from here alone. He could neither steal a ship nor steer one. Tsolak was his only chance. But would his only friend be prepared to stand up to the powerful people who were trying to cover something up here, by any means necessary? At least he would not turn him in, even if he refused the offer. Offer? The pleading request was closer to what he had to make to Tsolak.
Pyrik floated to Nerbuk's workplace. What was the most inconspicuous way to contact Tsolak? Conveniently, the computer was switched on and active, and Nerbuk had access to the security cameras. Pyrik went through the rooms of the station one after the other until he found Tsolak. He was talking to a soldier. At least that was what his uniform suggested. Pyrik switched to room control and had the program tell Tsolak to come to Nerbuk's room on the second level.
Tsolak took a surprisingly long time and finally said goodbye to his interlocutor with a hug. It looked as if he was cutting some very fresh, tender ties here. But at the moment he had no other choice. Until Tsolak arrived, he searched through the cupboards and drawers of the scientist he had murdered, but found nothing that would exonerate him.
There was a knock, and he opened the door.
"Come in, quickly. Did anyone follow you?" he asked.
Tsolak looked behind for a moment. "I was not looking, but I seem to be alone. What is going on here? Why do you have stains on your cloak?"
"Please do not be alarmed. It looks worse than it is. I think."
Tsolak floated past him. Pyrik closed the door and put it into "do not disturb" mode.
"You made quite a mess of that," Tsolak said, accompanied by a few appreciative whistles.
"That was not intentional. Nerbuk damaged a nerve fiber in my arm. As a result, I was unable to let go of the trigger."
"Which arm?" Tsolak took his right arm, then his left. "There is nothing."
"Oh, the nanites must have repaired it already. It was just a superficial injury."
"I would have said so, Pyrikik."
"It really was."
"I believe you. No problem. You had no choice but to slice your opponent."
"You say that as if..."
"I say it like I mean it. If you do not cut him up thoroughly, the nanites will patch him up again. Can you see the head? Both eyes are still clear and transparent. The nanites are working on the connection to the brain. Then they can record everything they see."
Tsolak held on to a handle, lifted his foot and kicked hard into the left eye, then the right. A jelly-like mass splattered on all sides. A few blobs landed on Pyrik's cloak.
"Can you be careful?" Pyrik whistled excitedly. "In microgravity..."
He broke off. His cloak was full of blue splashes anyway.
"I wanted to warn you about Nerbuk before now," Tsolak said. "But unfortunately, the conversation with my source went so well that I just could not tear myself away. A week ago, a frigate from the Ministry of Science docked here. It was about some secret research. Nerbuk was probably the only one in the loop."
"My Ministry of Science? But why would they kidnap a Starafa? I was researching one on their behalf! They could have had all the results at any time."
"And if they had asked you to kill the tree?"
Kill it? A Starafa? That was unbelievable. Who would want to kill such a wonderful plant?
"Of course I would have reported them," said Pyrik.
"You see. But they do not want to destroy it. They just want to do something with it that is guaranteed not to meet with the approval of the majority of the population. So they are doing it secretly."
"Even though they are condemning a planet to die? Why do they not take an offshoot?"
"Maybe because it is urgent and particularly important. Reason of state. Some have to die so that all can live. That sort of thing."
"But that contradicts..."
"That may be, but it is reality. Do you want to do something about it, Pyrikik?"
"Absolutely."
"You know you will be outside the law then?"
"I... yes."
Pyrik could not believe he had just said that. Maybe it was because he had nothing left to lose after almost being killed twice. Or maybe he was beginning to enjoy fighting back. After all, the second attempt had been much more satisfying for him than the first. He could not let it come to a third. Pyrik floated to his weapon, which sailed from wall to wall across the room, and holstered it again.
"You should charge it," said Tsolak. "Here, the socket will do."
"Do you not think we should get out of here as quickly as possible?" whistled Pyrik.
"First we need a plan," said Tsolak.
"I see."
If there was anyone he could trust, it was probably Tsolak, and if he was in no hurry, there was really no need to rush. Pyrik pulled himself down with two handles to the power source Tsolak had shown him. How did he connect the weapon to it?
"You have to pull the connector out of the handle," Tsolak explained.
Pyrik turned the blaster so that he could see the underside of the handle. There was a square button there. He pressed it. The end of a cable slid out of the material. It fit exactly into the socket.
"The blaster will be full again in a kilosecond," Tsolak said. "Did Nerbuk tell you anything else before his... accident that could help us?"
"No, on the contrary. He questioned me. He seems not to have liked what he heard."
Pyrik closed his eyes and saw the hand with the blade waiting to be used behind Nerbuk's back. When he felt Tsolak's hand on his shoulder, he opened his eyes again.
"What upset him so much that he...?"
Pyrik told his friend what he had found in the data.
"That's why I suggested we take a look around there."
"And after that suggestion, Nerbuk wanted to kill you? Then we should definitely fly to this P4 point."
"That would be my suggestion too."
"We make a good team, Pyrikik."
"But we are a team without a ship."
"Without a ship? Nonsense. We have all the ships docked at the station."
Tsolak pulled himself up to the ceiling and floated around the room as if searching for something. Then he swooped down to the floor like a bird of prey, holding up what Pyrik recognized as an arm with a body hanging from it. Tsolak turned to the arm and pulled a device from his pocket. It had a brightly glowing blade that vibrated with a high-pitched sound. Tsolak briefly measured the joint and then severed the upper part of the arm with a powerful movement. He held up his trophy.
"Nerbuk's hand!" he whistled enthusiastically. "We can get through any door with the palm pattern. At least until they realize that Nerbuk is no longer alive."
Then they had their plan.

"This way!" Tsolak whistled.
Pyrik gathered the cloak. It was a little too big. The inner pocket with the blaster rattled against his chest. Pyrik had helped himself to Nerbuk's closet and changed - the blood splashes on his own robe were too conspicuous.
Tsolak fluttered ahead. It looked strange the way he used his wings. No one ever unfolded them on the surface of the planet. Tsolak flew in an elegant arc into the corridor that ran vertically through the entire station. Their destination was level minus seven. There were several ships anchored there that could take them to the P4 point.
A soldier came towards them. Pyrik wanted to dodge at first, but Tsolak stayed in the middle of the square shaft, so he followed suit. The soldier initially made no move to get out of their way, but pressed himself against the wall the moment they met so that they did not even touch. The soldier also greeted them in a military manner, but paid no attention to them, even though they were both clearly strangers and not accompanied by a member of the station. Everyone here had their own job to do and no time to worry about anything else, as Tsolak had explained.
Corridors led into the shaft from all sides. There were a lot of personnel on the move. Soldiers were recognizable by their uniforms. Scientists traditionally wore cloaks. Simple workers, recognizable by their tools, were almost naked. That was a real privilege, because it was quite warm and humid. The station's life support was obviously working to the limit of its capacity. This was certainly not normal.
Tsolak turned off into a side corridor. Pyrik checked the level number: minus six.
"Wait a minute," he whistled.
His friend did not wait. Apparently, he realized that they had turned too early. Tsolak seemed to have a very specific goal, because he did not think twice before taking a turn. Finally, they reached a massive steel door, which opened neither automatically nor by voice command.
Tsolak looked around and Pyrik followed suit. They were alone.
"I want to test the hand in a non-critical place before everyone watches us fail on level minus seven."
Pyrik whistled in agreement. The door in front of them did not look entirely unimportant, however, but rather like one of those doors that would presumably set off the alarm secretly in the event of unauthorized entry.
"Should we not have opened a toilet door with the hand instead?" he asked.
"Toilet doors open for everyone. It must be something we need Nerbuk's privileges for."
Tsolak was right again, of course. Pyrik sucked in air faster. If the attempt failed, it would happen without witnesses, but it still would not take long for a squad of soldiers to come looking. He was surprised that the station was apparently ignoring the chief scientist's vital signs anyway. He formulated the thought as a question to Tsolak.
"I think the station knows that Nerbuk is dead," his friend said. "There are just no necessary actions associated with it. The programming did not expect Nerbuk to die at all."
That was not a reassuring answer. On the other hand, there was still no alarm sounding, so Nerbuk's death really did not seem to interest the automatic system. But what would happen if the dead man suddenly opened a door?
Tsolak undid three buttons on his cloak, reached in and pulled out an object that could also be some kind of tool in the dim light of this corridor. He turned it so that the palm of his hand was facing forward and held it over the reader, which was at stomach height to the right of the door. A second passed, two, three.
"Do you want to do it again...?"
A muffled crack answered Pyrik's question. At the same time, the reader lit up purple. So everything was fine. Tsolak pulled the door handle and it opened with a squeak. It was made of surprisingly thick material and the room behind it seemed to have similarly thick walls. Had Tsolak chosen some kind of treasure chamber?
They entered. Pyrik was a little disappointed at first because he only saw cupboards with horizontal compartments. But when Tsolak pulled out some of them, both their stomachs tightened. The drawers, which slanted downwards, obviously contained a wide variety of weapons.
"Is this the armory?" he asked.
"The weapons and equipment chamber," Tsolak said, pulling out one drawer after another.
Apparently, he was searching.
"Can I be of help?"
"I doubt it. Or do you know what a personal cloaking field looks like?"
His breathing holes constricted as Tsolak uttered the impossible word. Pyrik could only let out a few protesting whistles.
"That is what I thought," Tsolak replied.
If his friend did not need his help, he at least had the opportunity to look at the variety of weapons available to the soldiers here. One could almost assume that the station was not only intended for surveillance. There were weapons that only two sun worshippers could shoulder together. They had several tubes through which they fired rocket-like objects that were also stored here. Others looked like giant versions of his blaster or had powerful magazines with surprisingly small projectiles that presumably killed with their high velocity.
Pyrik began to pull out drawers as well. However, he worked his way in a different direction to Tsolak. Instead of the mostly shiny black weapons, he soon came across ampoules that presumably contained enhancements. Pyrik looked at the center of his body. There was no sign of the fact that he had suddenly split. Perhaps he could acquire a few other useful skills here?
"I would like to try out one of these ampoules," he said.
"Best not to," Tsolak said. "You should only use such enhancements after consulting your geneticist. Not all of them are compatible with everything and everyone. Under no circumstances should you buy something like that on the black market! The stuff there can even be deadly."
"Thanks, that is good to know."
His extension had saved his life. But he did not have to tell Tsolak that.
"Besides, it will take too long for you to get any of it anyway," Tsolak said.
"Do you think we will be back in twenty tones?"
"That might be about the maximum time we have left. If we have stolen the ship, the whole sector will be looking for us. The twenty tones are probably far too optimistic."
"And what happens to us then?" asked Pyrik.
"Ah, here, look, I have finally found your personal cloaking field," replied Tsolak, holding up a package. Pyrik floated over to him while his friend was already opening the package. It contained a belt of some kind. A fist-sized bag dangled from it, presumably the battery. Pyrik had imagined the technology to be more like a cloak. Tsolak held the belt out to him, and he put it on.
"You will also need this flashlight for your forehead," Tsolak said.
The additional device Tsolak handed him really did look like a headlamp. He put it on.
"Do you have any idea how it works?" he asked.
"Well, you press the button and then the lamp emits a cloaking field to make you invisible. Give it a try."
There were two buttons of different sizes on the battery case. He pressed the larger one, but nothing happened.
"Must be broken. Do you have another one for me?" he asked.
Tsolak whistled appreciatively. "Not bad for a belt-based cloaking field," he said.
"What do you mean?"
Tsolak waved to him and pointed to the side, where there was a mirror. Pyrik placed himself in front of it. The mirror ignored him. Pyrik turned around. All he could see was the cupboard at his back. He pushed his arm forward to knock on the mirror. At that moment, a hand appeared out of nowhere. Pyrik was so startled that he took a step backwards. The hand moved with him. He pulled it towards him and the space in front of the mirror was empty again.
"It works," Pyrik said.
"Of course."
But how? Apparently there was a certain perimeter around his body that was completely hidden. He stretched out the longest of his seven fingers and pushed it forward very slowly. It remained visible to him the whole time, but at a certain point the tip appeared in the mirror. That must be where the shell was. Pyrik had felt no resistance when he pushed it through. He stepped closer to the mirror so that he could take a closer look at his reflection. Just before the moment he pushed through, a slight ripple became noticeable. It looked as if the air was thicker where the finger was about to appear. It was the rippling that gave the impression of a field that had formed around him.
But such fields did not physically exist. Apparently, a layer of nanites only a few atoms thick was building up around his body, starting from the belt. They must have been made of a metamaterial that guided the light around his body. But that was not enough. Without light reaching his eyes, he would be in the dark. So the headlamp had to be a projector that projected a current image of the surroundings onto the inside of the nanite layer.
Pyrik pressed the smaller button. Suddenly he was completely alone in space. All around him was perfect blackness. The only thing he heard was a low hum.
"Are you there?" he asked.
His voice sounded flat. He got no answer. Apparently, the cloaking technology was also impermeable to sound. The smaller button was probably there to save energy in an emergency by deactivating the projector. He pressed it again and the world came back.
"...ou all right?"
"What? Yes, I am fine. Sorry, I could not hear you. I had the projector turned off."
"Ah, I was getting worried. You were suddenly very quiet."
"Apparently the cloaking technology also works for sound." Pyrik clapped his hands together. It sounded muffled. "Did you hear that?"
"What?"
"I clapped my hands."
"No, there was nothing."
"That's perfect. Then I won't give myself away by making noises when I am in stealth mode."
"But why can I hear what you say?" asked Tsolak.
"A speaker on my belt. The device on my forehead probably measures my intention to say something. If it detects intent, it transmits my voice outside. Does it sound the same as always?"
"Yes, there is no difference."
"Very good. Do you happen to know how long the battery lasts?"
Pyrik stood directly in front of Tsolak, so that they were almost touching, and pressed the large button. Tsolak widened his eyes and jumped backwards.
"It is only me," said Pyrik.
"This thing works rather well," Tsolak said. "As for the battery, I am afraid I have no idea. But I think the device will warn you. My own cloaking field draws on the energy in my body when needed."
"You have one too?"
"Yes, an extension. It is much needed in my line of work."
"Good to know. What else can you do?"
"Let me surprise you. We should be on our way."
Tsolak handed him a fist-sized device with a narrow opening at one end.
"This is a frog launcher," he explained. "It is barely recognizable as a weapon and therefore does not appear threatening. When you squeeze it in your fist, an object shoots out, which we jokingly call a frog. It looks for a target in the direction you shot it and incapacitates it. You do not have to really aim, just roughly choose the direction. But watch out, the frog needs a few seconds. The victim does not die but is incapacitated for a few tones."
"I hope we will not need that," said Pyrik.
"It would be a miracle if we do not have to defend ourselves." said Tsolak. "But we will try our best - quick in, quick out, and then..."
The "then" worried Pyrik. What, then? What if he found out the purpose of the abduction? Who would help him if even the Ministry of Science was involved?

They entered level minus seven. It was quite busy here because a small Freighter had just docked. All the doors to its cargo holds were open as it was being unloaded by several robots overseen by a single person. They probably could have taken over the ship without the use of Nerbuk's hand, but Pyrik understood why Tsolak was traversing the hangar. He had explained to him that the fastest ship on the station was docked at the far end, a courier ship. It had hardly any weapons, but it did have a cloaking device.
"Tsolak, old friend!"
A hangar door had opened in front of them on the left. The uniformed man who had just left them embraced Tsolak.
"Ah, Rupdik! Good to see you. How are you?"
Tsolak reached into his cloak. Pyrik assumed he was going to pull out a weapon, but all that emerged was a bundle wrapped in cloth. Pyrik recognized it. It was Nerbuk's hand. Tsolak gave it to him and pointed forward to the end of the hangar. Apparently, he was already supposed to gain access to the courier ship while Tsolak was talking to the old acquaintance.
"My adjutant," Tsolak said. "He will take care of our onward journey."
Pyrik floated forward without paying any attention to the stranger. He was Tsolak's adjutant, then. It did not bother him. But he had no idea how to open a ship. Hopefully it worked the same way as the armory door.
On the way, he encountered a few more sun worshippers, but luckily no one recognized him. The entrance to the courier ship's dock was only five body lengths away from the next ship, which was guarded by a grumpy-looking soldier. So it seemed to be more important than the courier ship, which had no guards at all. The door to freedom was considerably smaller than him and almost square.
Pyrik was lucky. The handprint reader right next to the door looked exactly like the one on the armory. He stood in front of it so that the guard could not see what he was doing, unwrapped the hand from the cloth and placed it on the reader. Three seconds later, the plate turned purple. It took Pyrik a moment to find the locking mechanism of the airlock door. It consisted of a handle sunk into the panel, which he first had to fold out in order to turn it. He did the same at the foot of the door. He braced himself for an alarm, but nothing happened.
In front of him was a tube through which he could not walk upright. Pyrik looked around. Tsolak was still in discussion with his friend. What was more conspicuous - waiting outside the open door or getting in and leaving the door open? Pyrik opted for the latter, pushed himself off and dove like a swimmer into the corridor that connected the dock with the courier ship. It was only two yards long and led directly into the ship they wanted to hijack.
What happened now? Surely there were some procedures involved in departing. So he needed Tsolak for that. Pyrik first looked around the ship. It was already considerably larger than the Scout. A narrow corridor led to the back. There were two doors to the left and right. Pyrik opened the first and was so startled that his left wing unfolded. A person in a spacesuit was suddenly standing opposite him and waving! Only then did Pyrik realize that these were empty spacesuits strapped to beds in a standing position. The sleeping furniture had obviously been placed perpendicular to the ship's axis, because the guests of courier ships spent most of their time under acceleration.
Behind the two cabins were a sanitary cell and a small kitchen. There was a door on the ceiling with the signpost "Cargo hold". There was obviously no direct access to the drive. But Pyrik had no idea about engines anyway. If they were caught, their fate would be sealed either way. So it was wise to choose the fastest ship from the start.
But there was nothing in the universe that could not be caught. The pursuer only needed to accelerate for longer. Hopefully it would run out of fuel in the process.
"Sorry, Rupdik is a talker," said Tsolak. "But he is very observant. If I had been behaving strangely, I am sure he would have followed me."
Pyrik turned around. Tsolak had finally managed to tear himself away.
"Here." He handed him Nerbuk's hand. "You will probably need this to launch the ship."
Tsolak took a step backwards. At that moment, a gentle ripple appeared just behind his friend's shoulder. It was clear what that meant, but Tsolak had not noticed it.
"I will close the hatch then," said Pyrik and pushed past Tsolak. "You can prepare for take-off in the meantime."
There were three of them in the cabin, but Pyrik could not let on. He floated through the control center. While he was still moving, he pulled out the frog launcher. Stopping at the ceiling, he turned around and squeezed the soft belly of the launcher, aiming for a spot on the wall slightly behind Tsolak. With a delicate plop, the projectile dislodged.
It really did look like a small frog and flew almost in slow motion. Pyrik watched in horror as it approached not the invisible intruder, but his friend Tsolak. To the darkness! Silently, it pierced his robe. Tsolak let out a whistle of pain - and winced in a seemingly unnatural way.
"What have you done, Pyrik?" he asked.
Tsolak had not fainted, but stood rigid in the corner where the frog had hit him. At the same moment, the broad body of Rupdik emerged from nowhere. Tsolak's friend had widened his eyes in amusement, making them look almost like the eyes of a night cat. He seemed almost excited about the progress of events.
"Sorry, I did not realize you were already on Tsolak's heels," Rupdik said. "But just to see you freeze that vain fop was worth following him in disguise."
"You... darkest son of darkness," Tsolak scolded.
"I thank you very much for your willingness," said Pyrik. "I still ask you to keep your distance. We do not want innocent people to get hurt during intelligence operations."
"Secret service, that is what I thought. Would there be a reward in it? I would have reported Tsolak in any case."
"I am sorry," said Pyrik. "But you can see for yourself that I closed the case without you."
He floated slowly forward. He was still holding the frog launcher in his hand, but aimed it at the ground.
"And what will become of him now?" asked Rupdik. "I hope he will be brought before a tribunal? Does he have anything to do with the kidnapping?"
"I will question him now," said Pyrik. "I think you have heard about our methods. Would you like to assist me? I could use a witness. Although, it might be better if you know as little as possible."
Pyrik stood directly in front of the intruder, who was clearly proud of himself. The frog launcher aimed at his lower legs.
"No thanks, I have got work to do anyway," Rupdik said.
"Suit yourself."
Pyrik fired the frog launcher a second time. He counted to ten in his head, then grabbed Rupdik, who was now bound by his own body, and dragged him into the left cabin. Rupdik protested so loudly that he feared they would attract even more unwanted attention. Only when the door was closed did it become quiet. The cabins were well insulated.
"You should have split him in half, like Nerbuk was planning to do to you," Tsolak said. "It really would not have been a waste."
"But then the command center would have been full of blood. I assume that flight control will be able to see us on take-off?"
"That is correct. I had not thought of that. You learn well and quickly, Pyrik. If only you had not paralyzed me..."
"You could have warned me that the frog shooter is ineffective against cloaked targets."
"But that is logical. How is it supposed to find its target?"
"I was aiming at the intruder and thought..."
"Never mind. Before anyone else starts looking for him, let us take our leave. I need you to put me in the co-pilot's seat."
What did Tsolak mean? Why did he spurn the pilot's seat?
"The co-pilot's?" he asked.
"Of course. How am I supposed to fly a ship in my condition? Your miss promoted you to pilot."
Great. Now he was supposed to fly the courier ship himself! Pyrik grabbed Tsolak, turned him on his side and pushed him to the right front couch. Good thing there was microgravity in the control center. He strapped Tsolak down. Then he remembered that the outer hatch was still open. Hopefully another unauthorized person had not snuck in. Pyrik floated to the hatch and closed it.
"Do all space travelers have a cloaking device like this?" he asked.
"No. I know Rupdik from my time in the secret service. He was not always a freighter captain. You will have to drape my arms a little more naturally so that flight control does not notice anything."
Pyrik floated back to the seats and improved Tsolak's position.
"Can you give me a rub over my left eye? But be careful not to smudge the makeup."
He leaned over Tsolak and rubbed the tip of his little finger back and forth over his friend's left eye. The fingertip was then black. But the color of the skin had not changed. Tsolak naturally had large circles under his eyes. Many sun worshippers used special creams to frame their eyes with a dark ring that made them appear even larger and deeper. Big eyes, big spirit, a famous folk poet had once remarked. Pyrik could not think of his name. He was simply too lazy for that. There really were better uses for his time.
"Then please take a seat in the pilot's chair," Tsolak said. "Do not worry, I will explain everything to you."
"By your command, boss."
"That is the right tone. For the flight controls, we will pretend that I am your boss, introducing you to flying the courier ship, agreed?"
Pyrik whistled in agreement.
"You should feel a button on the right-hand backrest. Press it."
He pressed the button. A holographic display appeared. Pyrik looked over at Tsolak and the display followed his gaze and now appeared to his right. He looked at his stomach and it returned.
"First you have to get permission to take off," explained Tsolak. "To do this, tap the wing symbol."
The screen flickered briefly. Then the face of an unknown sun worshipper appeared, his eyes lowered in boredom.
"Nerbuk, what can I do for you?" he asked.
That was not a good start. Unfortunately, Nerbuk was no longer available. Pyrik had to distract flight control.
"I request clearance for take-off," he whistled. "We have an urgent shipment, medicine for mining platform 77R ..."
"Hold on, you are not Nerbuk. Wait, there must be a mistake."
His counterpart was typing furiously on a screen that Pyrik could not see. He had to press him further.
"Can we sort this out later?" he asked. "After all, it is a matter of life and death."
"No, I... Damn it! You have obviously used Nerbuk's data to gain access. I see a login with his handprint."
"Nerbuk was kind enough to let us onto the ship. He has relatives at the mining station. If we are late because of you, you will be responsible!"
Once he had started, the lies came easily to him. One built on the other. It was as if he was inventing a novel live. He even believed his own story.
"Of course I do. But I cannot do it like this... Wait, I will check with Nerbuk for a moment. If he confirms it, I will consider it settled, even if it does not quite follow standard procedure."
"Of course, it's also important to us that everything runs smoothly," said Pyrik. "But today, of all days, we need speed. If it saves a life, I will bring your name into the conversation. Surely there must be something you have always wanted?"
"I am sorry, but at least the request to Nerbuk ... Wait, the station cannot find him. There are no signs of life from him. What is going on here?"
What a hassle. Why did they have to end up with someone who took his job so seriously?
"We are in a hurry, that is what is going on. You are killing one of Nerbuk's nieces with your delay and your wild ideas. There will soon be no more signs of life on 77R. And that will be your fault!"
He almost felt a little sorry for the employee. Pyrik actually liked everyone who completed their tasks consistently. After all, he was no different, otherwise he wouldn't be sitting here in the pilot's chair right now.
"I have never had anything like this before. How can he have opened the ship to you when he has been here since... wait... the station lost his life signs well before that."
"That is impossible. He gave us the order for this delivery himself."
"I apologize, but I need to have this investigated. Please remain seated with your seatbelts fastened until the police unit is with you. Permission to take off has been denied."
Flight control cut the call short. Pyrik tapped through the options on the controls, but there were just too many.
"Is there no automatic system that can take us out?" he asked.
"It only works with starter permission," Tsolak said. "You will have to fly us out by hand."
"I cannot do that."
"Then it was all for nothing. Go on, activate manual mode. It is not that difficult. There are only three directions in space. As soon as we are out of range of the station, the automatic system can fly us."
"What do I have to..."
"The manual mode is hidden in the settings menu."
Pyrik tapped his way through the menus. Too far. He had to pull himself together. There it was. He switched to manual mode.
"Password?" the system asked.
"The ship wants a password," he said.
"I see it," said Tsolak.
A thump could be heard from the hatch. Someone was trying to get in.
"What do you want me to do?"
Pyrik reached for the frog launcher and the blaster. The patrol had to go through the narrow corridor, one by one. They were an easy target.
"I have it, Pyrikik. Whistle a simple scale, six notes. Maybe the administrator was lazy and did not change the default password."
Hopefully. Pyrik tried. The password query disappeared. The screen changed color. Now everything was green, the color of danger. And it was indeed dangerous. The knocking got louder. Pyrik loved lazy administrators.
"Now you have to switch on the engine," Tsolak said.
A three-dimensional ship hovered in front of him. Pyrik tapped the engine. A low roar told him that it had just switched on. The knocking on the door became even louder. And suddenly there was a burning smell. Someone was trying to force the hatch open.
"Give power to the forward correction thrusters," Tsolak said.
"Then we will move away from the station," said Pyrik.
"That is the objective."
"The corridor connecting the ship to the station will rupture."
Whoever was in it and not wearing a spacesuit would die. Suffocating was not a pleasant death. Tsolak whistled in consent. They could not prevent it. Pyrik scrolled through the menus. There! The ship switched on its warning siren. It was for fires and other dangerous situations. That was all he could do. If the attackers did not retreat now ... He gave them five seconds, then diverted the engine power to the forward correction thrusters. The thrust pushed him slightly forward. A rumble, a tearing sound.
"We are clear," Tsolak said.
The face of the stranger from flight control appeared on the screen.
"You are not allowed to do that! You do not have permission to...!"
"Nerbuk, hold your breath!" whistled Tsolak. "If you are not quiet, I will kill you myself."
Nerbuk? Ah, Nerbuk! A diversion tactic. That was clever. Would flight control fall for it?
"Throw him off the line now," Tsolak whistled softly.
Pyrik swiped the window with the conversation aside and the camera switched off.
"Can we activate the cloaking device?" he asked.
"That would be a waste. They know exactly where we are. Just take us out."
"Up or down?"
"Your call."
Pyrik diverted power to the lower corrective thrusters. The courier ship lifted its nose. On the screen, he watched as it aimed beyond the station.
"That's enough," Tsolak said. "The closer we stay, the less they will hit us. They have to watch out for the station."
"I see."
Pyrik stopped the rotation and checked the seat belts. Then he applied full power to the main engine, whose unbridled force pressed him into the cushions. On the screen, the courier ship initially zoomed close over the station. They were still reasonably safe. But then they gained distance, more and more.
"Now," Tsolak said.
"What now?"
"Now it will be decided whether they fall for my trick with Nerbuk."
"And if they do not?"
"Then they will shoot us down."
Pyrik clutched the seat rest. The fact that it was a civilian station worked in their favor. Although the guns there were also operated by soldiers, they probably had no experience in killing. And their superiors? Nerbuk could have actually been on board. Flight control had probably only searched the station for him. But if someone had already been in his room and noticed that his hand was missing...
"Flight control to courier ship. Shut down your engines immediately or we will destroy you. We know Nerbuk is dead."
Someone had searched Nerbuk's room. They were as good as dead.
"Now is the time for the cloaking field," Tsolak said.
This time, Pyrik did not correct the impossible expression. He simply pressed the button labeled "cloak". Immediately afterwards, he jerked the ship around with a maximum movement of the control lever. He did not aim. It was just a matter of avoiding the missiles that had certainly been fired at them. And then they came.
"Does the cloaking mechanism also work in infrared?" he asked.
"Of course it does. You are doing very well."
Pyrik tried to relax his muscles. In a few seconds, he would know how well the metamaterial encasing the ship managed to hide all emissions. The technology was a small miracle. How did it manage to store all the heat generated by the engine?
Suddenly, the image of the courier ship on the holoscreen flashed green.
"Cloaking device overload," it read.
This time he did not need to ask Tsolak. It was perfectly clear that he had to shut down the engine. The capacity was not infinite after all. Pyrik became weightless again, while a whole pack of green dots raced towards him on the screen. The station's missile battery had really gone all out. Pyrik did not count them, but there had to be at least 49 missiles. Each of them was easily capable of shredding the courier ship. That was the bad news. The station had fired everything it had. It would take days to reload the battery. That was the good news. If they survived this bombardment, they were safe.
Pyrik looked over at Tsolak, who had almost closed his eyes. But he probably noticed his gaze anyway.
"There is nothing you can do," he said. "It's a lottery. We have already drawn our lot."
That was not what he had wanted to hear. He put his right hand on the lever that raised the engine. If one of the missiles came too close to them, he would ... No, he would not. As soon as the engine produced new heat, the cloaking device would fail. It had not yet had a chance to get rid of the stored heat. The courier ship would give away its position, and all the missiles that had not yet exploded would pounce on it. They could not escape all the missiles.
The holoscreen showed the first explosion. It was far away. There was no pressure wave in space, but the radiant energy of the explosion spread out at the speed of light. It decreased with the square of the distance, but the cloaking device would have to absorb it in order not to give away its position.
The following three explosions showed that they were dealing with a clever opponent. Whoever was in charge of the missile battery knew what they were up against: a courier ship was small and maneuverable, but its cloaking device had limited capacity. The explosions were so skillfully distributed in three-dimensional space that the energy released would hit any hidden obstacle.
It would not kill them. The courier ship would return to reality briefly, as a bright infrared dot, so that it could get rid of the excess heat. Their unknown opponent was waiting for this moment in the station so that he could fire on them with the laser guns. Pyrik was no military strategist, but this was the best strategy conceivable in this situation. He always reckoned that the enemy was far more competent than he was. That had already saved him from a few setbacks. But it would not help them stay alive.
A hand rested on Pyrik's shoulder.
"The light is on our side," Tsolak said. "Trust it."
He had not realized that his friend also had an esoteric streak. Pyrik preferred to calculate their chances. The explosions were getting closer. This could be a weak point in the enemy's strategy. Because if they managed to reach the area where the missiles had already exploded, they would be safe.
Pyrik had to change the ship's course without starting the engine. The hatch! It pointed across the current direction of movement, to the right. The explosions were also approaching from there. He had to turn the ship 180 degrees around its longitudinal axis. Pyrik tapped the correction jets. They did not need much energy and produced hardly any waste heat. The world around them spun, and Planet 6P6 moved to the other side.
"What are you doing?" asked Tsolak.
"Trust me. I need to concentrate."
Pyrik unbuckled his seatbelt and floated over to Tsolak, who was still paralyzed. He undid his friend's harness and pulled his body into the cabin. There he strapped him to the bed, next to the spacesuit that was attached there.
"What...?"
"No time to explain."
He quickly removed a breathing mask from the spacesuit and slipped it over his breathing holes. The body of a sun worshipper could survive about thirty seconds of vacuum. It would be painful, but as long as he got oxygen, he had a chance. Pyrik closed the door of the cabin behind him. It was airtight, at least for a little while, and that was all he needed.
He floated to the hatch. There he checked the fit of the breathing mask once more. It covered all six breathing holes, as it should. Then he opened the hatch and pulled it inwards. It was not difficult to withstand the pressure equalization. Pyrik clung to the hatch with one hand. It was getting cold. Icy. His skin ached. The world became distorted, streaked and cracked. The cold was obviously attacking his eyes. He did not even try to suppress the pain.
That was enough. He pushed the hatch shut again, despite the burning in his hands. Cold and heat, how similar they were. Life support pumped fresh air into the cabin. It was getting warmer again. Pyrik strapped himself into the pilot's seat and checked the course. The straight line had turned into an elongated curve as the air had leaked out. Now it was a straight line again. The courier ship was heading straight for a flashing green dot.
To the darkness! If only the ship had contained a little more air... If, for example, he had opened the cabin where they were holding Rupdik ... hindsight was always wiser. Pyrik raised the scale of the display. The fact that the missile was heading towards them was pure coincidence. It had not noticed the ship and would not see it if it flew close to it. Pyrik remembered the ripples that had told him of Rupdik's presence. If the missile touched the bubble of nanites surrounding the courier ship, it would reveal the presence of the cloaking mechanism.
Muffled whistles could be heard from behind. He had forgotten Tsolak! Pyrik unbuckled his seatbelt again. If he got his friend out of the cabin now, he would not see the impact of the missile on the holoscreen. Perfect! He floated to the cabin where he had locked Tsolak and counted in his head. The moment came when he opened the door. Tsolak waved to him. It would be a good last look, two friends waving at each other.
Pyrik froze. What would the explosion feel like? Nothing. The cloaking device would shield the energy, causing it to fail. Immediately afterward, a laser would eat through the ship like the hijacker's blade through his body. But this time his trick would not help.
"What is it? Let me out of here!" Tsolak whistled.
His friend was angry. He could understand him, even if it did not suit him at the moment. The laser beam failed. They were alive. The missile must have missed the courier ship.
"I am coming," said Pyrik.



5
ASTEROID 98898779

Asteroid 98898779 was a dusty chunk of ice or an icy lump of dust. The different measurements did not quite agree on this. Pyrik swiped through the results in the different wavelengths. However, neither was atypical for this area of the local solar system. The only unusual thing was that no one had yet begun to extract water from the asteroid. 6P6 was a dry world, despite the work the Starafa had done so far. This meant that water deliveries paid well.
In any case, 98898779 still seemed to be completely untouched. Pyrik had not noticed any test drillings or any research robots crawling over the surface and analyzing the material. Perhaps it was due to the special mixture. The asteroid contained a lot of water, but also so much dust and rock that it could be relatively expensive to separate the two.
"Can we perhaps turn our attention to the P4 point then?" asked Tsolak.
They had first approached asteroid 98898779 because he had told Nerbuk about the oddities at the P4 point. It was very likely that his room was being monitored by cameras. As soon as their recordings had been analyzed, they would be expected at this destination. However, the courier ship first needed time to cool down. Pyrik had therefore programmed a course that kept them in the shadow of the asteroid most of the time. There, in the eternal darkness, the cloaking device was best able to radiate the excess heat.
"Why are you in such a hurry?" asked Pyrik.
"There is a certain risk that they will take the Starafa somewhere else, right? After all, they suspect we want to look."
"They must have found a good hiding place. I do not think they dare leave it at the moment. They do not know who we are, and as you say, they probably think we are nearby. We will stall them for a while and then, when they no longer believe that we know about everything, they might leave the hideout."
"A nice theory," Tsolak whistled. "Still, I would feel better if we could see it up close. If something happens now, we would need at least twenty tones to even get close."
That was an argument, though. If the kidnappers had a day's head start, they probably would not be able to catch them. But there was this puzzle he had not yet solved. The asteroid was still considerably heavier than before. The spectrum of ice and dust revealed that it had been buzzing through space almost since the birth of this system. For some time, it had probably been one of the companions of the local gas giant. Its powerful magnetic field had imprinted itself on the ferromagnetic components of the asteroid. But it must have been traveling alone for at least 200 million orbits. This could be deduced from its orbit. And that meant a constant loss of mass.
"An asteroid cannot become heavier just like that," said Pyrik. "I have a feeling that this is significant."
"And if it is the result of a collision?" asked Tsolak.
"We already discussed that. There should be some kind of remnants. Chunks of dust and ice that were blown off. But the asteroid's orbit is almost clinically pure, and it has only changed by the extent necessary due to the increased mass. Virtually no momentum was transferred to the asteroid when the mass was transferred. That means it must have happened very slowly."
"Like a landing ship."
He had already thought of that. With a soft landing, the aim was to dissipate most of the momentum before impact. But who would have landed here?
"You believe in the aliens, Tsolak?"
"If it gives you the explanation you desperately need, then that is fine by me."
"I do not want an explanation as quickly as possible, but the right one, the true one."
"What is true, Pyrikik?"
That was the question. The official theory that Two-Breathers had abducted the Starafa was a lie. But that did not necessarily mean that there were no aliens involved at all. They had the technology to get here, and they seemed to be a curious species that would take risks for potential knowledge. That made him sympathize with the Two-Breathers, though they did not need a second problem right now.
"I am sorry, Tsolak, but we have to scan the asteroid again. I have an idea."
"I am hungry and thirsty," Rupdik whistled from behind.
"Will you take care of him, please, Tsolak?"
"Agreed. But please concentrate on the measurements so that we can continue our journey soon."

"Take a look at this," said Pyrik.
Although Tsolak was fully operational again, he was still sitting in the pilot's seat. From there, he could simply organize his extensive scanning of the surface better. Tsolak did not seem to mind.
"What exactly am I looking at?" asked Tsolak?
"I measured the age of the surface," said Pyrik. "Blue stands for old, red stands for young material."
"How young is young?"
"It is impossible to say exactly," Pyrik explained. "It can be days or entire orbits. But not thousands of orbits. I measured the dust layer. The problem is that I cannot calibrate the values. I simply do not know how long it takes on average for a certain amount of dust to land on a certain area."
"Okay. Then your graph is not very meaningful?" asked Tsolak.
"Oh, yes it is. The differences are huge! Take a look." He turned the graphic with a wave of his hand. "Here in front, this flattened area, the surface there is ancient."
The material showed a deep blue coloration, which partially faded into purple. Pyrik rotated the asteroid in the image by 180 degrees.
"And now this area in comparison. It is much, much younger. Either there is not so much dust here for some reason, or the surface has been renewed."
Tsolak hovered over him, turned the holographic and zoomed in.
"The back is much blotchier than the front," Tsolak said.
"That is correct," said Pyrik. "The red spots correspond to indentations in the material."
"Indentations? That fits, does it not? Then they are not so exposed to the flow of dust from outside and stay fresh for longer."
"Or they constantly renew themselves from the inside out."
"How is that supposed to work?"
"Cryo-volcanism. As the asteroid approaches or moves away from the sun, the volume of ice inside it changes, and in particularly deep places it may be squeezed out."
"Is that a new discovery?" asked Tsolak. "Then congratulations!"
Pyrik whistled dismissively. "No, this is nothing new at all."
"Then it is good that we have talked about it. Now let's fly on to the P4 point."
"I don't want to go to any crazy P4 point!" shouted Rupdik. "Let me go!"
Since he was able to move again, he became more and more unruly. Pyrik would have liked to paralyze him again with the frog launcher. But Tsolak had reassured him - Rupdik would never manage to escape his cabin.
"There is something else," said Pyrik.
He zoomed into the graphic until a particularly intense red spot was visible.
"This material here must be extremely fresh."
"I can see that. But what is it you are after?"
Should he tell Tsolak? He would not believe him anyway. But he had to at least give his friend a chance.
"It could be a very recent eruption of a cryovolcano. That would be interesting from a purely scientific point of view."
That was not the option he was actually hoping for.
"But that is not your point, is it?" asked Tsolak.
"No. It would also be possible that someone has dug into the asteroid here."
"Someone?"
Well, who would it be? Tsolak was probably desperate for him to say it.
"The pit is big enough for a light cruiser," said Pyrik. "Or even for a Two-Breathers research vessel. If they have dared to enter our system, they are certainly stuck in this asteroid and are watching us from a safe position. They are probably even eavesdropping on us now."
"We should be able to find out," said Tsolak. "We can just fire the laser at it, melt the ice and see what is hiding underneath."
"But then we will attract the attention of the monitoring station because of the energy development. Besides, the Two-Breathers might see it as an attack. I do not want that."
"Pyrikik, the Two-Breathers are a warlike species who want to expand their territory at all costs, even at our expense. Everyone knows that. They can and will see everything as an attack and fight back as best they can. You must not underestimate them. They are not domesticated pets, even if their intelligence is no match for ours."
Tsolak had an odd perception of the strangers. But presumably, as a trained soldier, he saw other warriors everywhere, while Pyrik hoped for an encounter with explorers like himself.
"If they were so aggressive, they would not have come this far. Anyone who ventures this deep into what they consider hostile territory does so out of curiosity, not out of a killer instinct."
Now he had him just about ready. Tsolak only had one more question to ask.
"So, what are you planning to do?" asked Tsolak.
"I want to land at the pit and see for myself what is hiding there. Without weapons, completely naked."
"You surely do not mean that, do you? There is no way you should do it without the spacesuit."
"What do you take me for? Of course I want to come back alive."
"Fine, I will go with you."
"No, Tsolakik. You stay here and guard our prisoner. It is a good feeling when I can always ask you for help."
Tsolak undid his belt and drifted through the control center. It was apparent that he was thinking. All that was missing was for him to start thinking out loud - or even to use his belly voice.
"All right," he finally whistled. "Maybe it would be better if I watched you from up here. We will put the courier ship into a stationary orbit. That way I will have the best overview. And if anyone sneaks up on you, I will take them out with the laser."
Oh dear. Hopefully Tsolak would not overreact.
"You have to promise me that you will not kill anyone until you have spoken to me, yes?"
"Agreed. You promise me something in return, Pyrikik."
"What?"
"I will only say it once you have promised."
"Come on, I already..."
"Promise me. Otherwise I will go with you. We will just give Rupdik another frog."
Pyrik whistled from his bottom breathing hole. That was blackmail! But knowing Tsolak was next to him seemed even more stressful.
"Alright, I promise."
"Thank you. So you will not climb in anywhere I cannot see you."
"All right, then."
"A promise is a promise."
"I know."
"If you break your promise, I will kill Rupdik."
"What about me?" shouted Rupdik from his room. "Are you talking about me? Release me, please!"
Pyrik shook his upper body. Tsolak could not be serious. His friend turned to the ceiling, held his right hand behind him and showed him the traditional sign for "got you" by waving his two outer and middle fingers at the same time.

"Slowly, very slowly," Tsolak said.
It sounded as if he was sitting directly in his helmet. He was hovering with the courier ship in orbit around the asteroid. Pyrik was carrying a mini spacecraft on his back, which generated thrust by ejecting compressed nitrogen. Not much thrust, but sufficient for the journey from the ship to the surface of an asteroid with less than a thousandth of the planet's gravitational pull.
Pyrik looked ahead. His eyes had long since become accustomed to the poor lighting. A few more seconds until landing. He turned his position by 90 degrees so that "forward" turned into "down". A red curve in the helmet screen showed him how he was progressing. Another three, two, one ... counter-thrust! His feet touched down. He went to his knees, but was unable to compensate for all the inertia and took off again.
Next attempt.
"Even slower," Tsolak said.
"All right," he replied.
Pyrik was impatient, but the more he let his impatience influence the landing, the more patience he would need. The final approach distance took him twice as long this time. But it still was not slow enough.
"The boulder does not want you," Tsolak said.
"It has no choice."
All good things come in sevens, it was said. He prepared himself to have to show even more patience. But contrary to expectations, this time he stayed in his crouch. The camera drone, which was constantly circling him, streamed the image onto his helmet. It looked as if he had to empty himself. He carefully stood up. The particularly low gravity of the asteroid was more annoying than complete weightlessness. You could still fall here, and if you fell long enough, you could injure yourself badly. The differences in altitude were gigantic compared to the size of the object.
"I made it," he said.
"Congratulations. Be careful."
"Always. Beginning exploration now."
The landing site was on the rim of the crater that Pyrik suspected was a hideout. He compared it visually with the neighboring crater. The differences were considerable, but of course that could simply be because one was much older. His target looked much brighter and tidier. If a ship had been traveling here, he would expect exactly this picture. But that did not mean anything, of course.
Pyrik took a step forward. It was a long walk with no end in sight. He finally had to let the rocket backpack give him an extra push. This landed him halfway down the path. From here, the almost circular area looked like a structure, an exotic graveyard perhaps, with the larger lumps representing the tombstones.
He jumped again. This time he let himself drift all the way down. Up close, he noticed considerably more dust than from above. However, the material was lighter. He bent down, took a sample and rubbed it between his fingers. He switched on the helmet lamp. Tiny crystals glittered in its light. It was almost pure water. What you could do with it on 6P6!
He looked around. How had he actually come up with the idea that he could discover something down here? The helmet lamp cut cone-shaped holes in the darkness around him. There, a movement! He jumped after it, but was far too slow. When he reached the surface again, everything was still. Had he been mistaken? When the light moved over a stationary object, it seemed to jump in and out of the light. Pyrik switched the lamp off again. It showed him a lot of details, but the overview was completely lost.
"Did you find anything?" Tsolak asked.
"No, nothing. It just..."
"Wait a minute, Pyrikik. I have to look after Rupdik. He is wheezing strangely."
"Do that."
Pyrik wandered across the plain in great leaps. From orbit, it had looked like a bowl. Here, he barely noticed that he was moving into a depression. It was probably due to the huge crater walls that towered on all sides and distorted his scales. Should he abandon the search? No, he would only be annoyed later. What if I had walked to the middle of the depression? It was not particularly strenuous, and a bit of exercise did his muscles no harm at all. He had not done any of the training recommended for weightlessness since the launch to the space station.
Every now and then Pyrik stopped and returned to his investigation. Towards the middle of the hollow, the material became darker and dustier. This must have had something to do with the different weights of the components. Some force had stirred up the ice and dust some time ago, and both components had then settled in different places.
"Are you making any progress?" asked Tsolak.
"I will soon be in the middle," he replied.
"Your destination?"
"Yes, I think so. What about Rupdik?"
"I loosened his restraints a bit. He was having trouble breathing."
"Since when has he been restrained?"
"Since I was left alone with him. We do not want to take any risks, do we?"
"If you think it is necessary..."
"That's what I mean, Pyrikik. If Rupdik manages to get away from us, he will surely give us away."
"But what is he supposed to achieve out here?"
"All he would have to do is set off something explosive and he would have drawn the attention of the surveillance station to us."
Tsolak was obviously his usual thorough self. After all, he had loosened their prisoner's restraints instead of letting him suffocate.
"Can I help you in any way?" Tsolak asked. "The laser is always ready for use."
"That will not be necessary."
"There is nothing down there, is there?"
Actually, he had to answer in the affirmative, but it was clearly too early for that. After all, he had not yet reached the center of the cauldron.
"The fact is that there must have been some kind of eruption here not so long ago," he said. "Dust and ice separated and deposited separately."
"Is this the evidence of the cryovolcano you were looking for?"
"Looks like it, Tsolakik."
A cryovolcano actually looked different. The eruptions were much slower. The ice flowed rather than shooting out in an explosive process. There seemed to have been pressure differences below the surface in the depression, which then violently equalized. Or it was a collapse, the result of an ice reservoir that had gradually sublimated, leaving behind an empty cavern.
In such a case, he had to be very careful. The gravity here was so low that even an extremely unstable cave ceiling could hold up for a very long time. But if someone pressed on it from above... Pyrik preferred to make only short jumps. Should he point out the potential danger to Tsolak? No, he would just insist that he get back on board.
His helmet visor flashed. He had reached the center of the depression. Pyrik turned his right hand into a shovel. It worked even when he was wearing a spacesuit. He had promised not to climb in anywhere, but he wanted to see at least a little below the surface. The ground he was drilling the shovel into was hard. He had to heat the material of the shovel to be able to dig in. At least that proved that he had not been traveling on a thin cave roof.
What was striking, however, was that the layer was very homogeneous. It reminded him of concrete. The material stabilized the boulders that were scattered around like dried berries, creating a stable wall. Pyrik picked up some of the material and placed it under the hand scanner. It consisted of water, regolith and long-chain organic molecules. The scanner did not know the substance, and in order to determine the structural formula, he had to take it onto the courier ship. There was a larger version of the scanner there that could determine almost any substance. Why would a courier ship have such a device? Perhaps it was to be able to analyze any substance in an emergency. Courier ships were often used in medical emergencies.
What was the organic substance used for? Perhaps it stabilized the concrete and made it tougher. But that would have meant that someone had used it on purpose. Pyrik had to be careful. Space was a huge chemistry laboratory. All the ingredients were freely available, chemical elements as well as lots of energy. That was enough to create life. It was certainly enough for a few organic strands in the soil of this asteroid.
Nevertheless, Pyrik continued to dig. It was an exhausting but satisfying job. The overburden flew away in great swings. Soon he was standing in his own pit. At first, he could still see beyond it, then there was only the hole around him. Had he climbed in? Absolutely not. He had not climbed, he had just shoveled the ground out from under his feet. The deeper he got, the easier it became because he was able to straddle the hole properly.
Then he was through. The shovel plunged into the void. It was just a small, oval hole, pure black. Pyrik turned upside down so he could examine it better. He shone his light into it. There was a cave beneath him. It did not seem particularly deep. The spotlight beam fell on more boulders. His theory had obviously been correct: Perhaps a small comet had once deposited ice here, it had evaporated for some reason, and then ... Yes, then what? Where did the organic material come from? It would take him a long time to find out. Surely there was an explanation. The right raw material in the right place at the right time - that was always the case when the wonders of the cosmos were created. As improbable as a process was - if the chance of it happening was greater than zero, the infinite universe would start it sometime and somewhere. Sometimes you could witness it, but there was no claim to understanding everything.
"Pyrik? Are you finished?"
Tsolak sounded worried, almost panicked. He had never experienced his old friend like this before.
"Yes, basically I am. I found a cave, but no spaceship. It seems to be purely natural processes."
"That is good. Because we should really get going."
There was something in Tsolak's whistles that frightened him.
"Have they tracked us down?" asked Pyrik.
"Not yet, but it may not be long now."
Was a warship already heading in their direction? Pyrik adjusted the backpack that would take him back to the ship.
"Since when can you see into the future, Tsolakik?"
"Since our prisoner made his escape."
To the darkness! How had Rupdik managed that?
"What? How did that happen?" asked Pyrik.
"I must have loosened his shackles too much. That is what I get for being so good-natured! I should have killed him straight away. He overpowered me, grabbed a spacesuit and left the courier ship through the hatch."
"Are you all right?"
"I am very angry. But he was nice enough to lock me in a cabin so I did not suffocate when he let the air out."
Rupdik was obviously an honorable sun worshipper. He would not stab someone in the back.
"Where is he going?" asked Pyrik.
"He seems to be on his way to you."
Did that mean Rupdik wanted to hide on the asteroid? He would hardly succeed. There were plenty of impenetrable shadows. But on the icy surface, his warm body would glow like a torch in the infrared.
"I will wait here and take care of him."
Pyrik crawled out of his hole and looked up at the sky, but nothing was moving there. Not even the stars winked at him, as he was used to on the few balmy nights on 6P6.
"Best you come up to me, Pyrik. You have no chance from down there."
"But then I am much too far away."
"You will not see him. Rupdik apparently has the ability to generate a cloaking field."
He checked the sky again, then looked around. If Rupdik could cloak, perhaps he was already behind him. Pyrik spun once completely around himself. He hated cloaking devices. If only science had never invented them! How could they detect Rupdik before he did any damage?
"Are we still protected from the surveillance station?" he asked.
"Yes."
Ah, very good. Pyrik whistled happily.
"Then you can scan the surface with the laser. It would be best if you used the infrared laser. That will overload his personal cloaking device. We have to find him before he can do anything stupid."
"Good idea!"
"But please adjust the laser so it does not kill him right away."
Pyrik remembered the infrared laser that had cut through the Starafa's roots. He would never forget the smell.
"But he deserves that, does he not?" asked Tsolak.
"Nobody deserves that. It was enough that I killed Nerbuk."
"That was self-defense, Pyrik. You had every right in the world."
"Still, it feels wrong to me. I am an explorer."
"Agreed. I will use the laser sparingly."

Tsolak looked crestfallen when they greeted each other on the station. He probably regarded the fact that Rupdik had overpowered him as a terrible defeat. And yet no real damage had been done. The fugitive had obviously not taken anything with which he could contact their opponents.
Apart from the spacesuit, of course, which had a radio module. Its range was limited. Rupdik would not be able to reach the station in the orbit of 6P6 directly. But if someone was monitoring the asteroid, the activity would be noticed. Rupdik just had to manage to draw attention to the asteroid somehow.
"Do you think he has a chance?" asked Tsolak.
Pyrik imagined one scenario after another, but still had no idea. He was almost certain that Rupdik would think of something - or had already thought of something. The freighter captain would not have fled to the asteroid otherwise. He had to have a plan. And they had to be one step ahead of him to thwart that plan.
"I am sorry, but I cannot think of anything," he whistled.
"What do you mean?"
"I mean Rupdik's plan. He must have one. But I cannot think of it. What can he do on this chunk of ice and rock that will get him the attention of the monitoring station?"
"Some kind of major explosion, perhaps?" suggested Tsolak.
"He would need explosives for that. We did not have those on board, did we?"
"Not that I know of."
"See, that is what I mean. He is ahead of us. And that is what worries me."
A high-pitched tone sounded through the control center. Tsolak pulled himself to the pilot's chair, above which the holo was active.
"We have him!" shouted Tsolak. "There!"
A bright green dot could be seen on the screen, about to land on the asteroid. Now it disappeared again.
"To the darkness! It is gone again."
"It was there. The cloaking device obviously had to release the stored heat for a moment," said Pyrik. "I will fly after him."
Pyrik checked where the dot had appeared. It was roughly the same place where he himself had landed. Was that a coincidence, or had Rupdik been tracking his flight?
"How long was he on board after he incapacitated you?" asked Pyrik.
"I am not sure. A kilosecond, maybe two?" replied Tsolak.
Then Rupdik actually had enough time to go through the recording of his landing in memory, at least in fast-forward. But he could not have witnessed the end. What if he was on the trail of the same puzzle that Pyrik had wanted to solve? Or was it all just a distraction? The green dot could have been a signal flare that was also burning in the vacuum. Perhaps Rupdik was already on his way to the other side of the asteroid, where he could hide from the laser.
"I have to go," said Pyrik.
Tsolak slid the mask over his breathing holes and signaled his agreement with a whistle.

Where was Rupdik? And what was he up to? As Pyrik rushed towards the asteroid, he continued to ponder. Nevertheless, he kept a close eye on the current altitude. He had to brake in time to avoid crashing into the surface.
"I have him," Tsolak reported. "He is gone again now. He seems to be traveling on foot and roughly following your route."
Or Rupdik wanted them to believe he was. Perhaps he had programmed torches to give that impression and was waiting quietly, camouflaged, at the place where Pyrik would land and then ... No. If Rupdik thought so, he would have taken the opportunity to kill Tsolak. Instead, he had deliberately saved him from suffocating. Rupdik was not a murderer. He was simply doing what he had to do, which was to bring two sun worshippers who had broken the rules to justice.
Pyrik turned 180 degrees and braked. Now he no longer felt like he was hurtling headlong towards the asteroid.
"There he was again," Tsolak said. "He seems to be following your path. I will send you the coordinates."
Pyrik checked the readings on his helmet display. Rupdik was making good progress. If he maintained his speed, he would reach the center of the depression when Pyrik landed on the asteroid. He corrected his course slightly so that he would land near Rupdik.
Shortly before landing, Pyrik took another good look around. The target, the hole he had dug, was about fifty paces away. He seemed to be alone. Where had the fugitive hidden?
"I have him," Tsolak reported. "He must be standing right above your hole."
Pyrik shone his helmet light. Sure enough, there he was. Rupdik leaned over the excavation and seemed to consider whether he should really go in. Pyrik's hand trembled briefly, and when the spotlight found its target again, Rupdik had disappeared.
Suddenly the inside of his helmet lit up green. He was going too fast! Pyrik had forgotten to brake. He pulled his legs up to his body. The asteroid raced towards him. He felt as if he heard a mocking whistle from afar as he hit the ground and rolled off.
Pyrik landed on his stomach. He checked his muscles and bones. The spacesuit reported no damage. It had been a hard landing, but it had gone well once again.
"Pyrik? Are you all right?" asked Tsolak.
"Yes, I came down a little harder than I wanted to, but I am down. Any traces of Rupdik?"
"Nothing, unfortunately."
Pyrik stood up and reached the hole he had dug himself in three great leaps. It was empty. When he shone the spotlight into it, he saw only darkness. The cave underneath must be really deep. But he did not have time to explore it right now. He had to follow Rupdik.

Now that he was on the surface like the fugitive, a stalemate had developed. Rupdik was traveling as fast as he was. Using more force was useless with such low gravity. Pyrik tried to jump as flat as possible, but he didn't always succeed because sometimes there were rocks in the way or he got the jump wrong.
At least he had some time to think. What was the point of this chase? Rupdik had been interested in the plain, that was clear. But there were no more or fewer hiding places for him on the other side of the asteroid. Was it a question of getting the courier ship into the surveillance station's field of vision? But it could disguise itself just as well as Rupdik.
"There he is," Tsolak said. "It looks like he is faster than you. He is already leaving the plain."
Rupdik was up to something. The path was not the destination.
"Maybe I should pick him up with the courier ship," Tsolak said.
"Maybe," said Pyrik.
What if that was exactly what Rupdik wanted? Was this whole escape a farce designed to get the ship moving?
"Wait a little longer, please," said Pyrik. "I will try to catch up with him."
He actually slowed down. He had to give his thoughts a chance to condense into an idea. That would not work if he breathlessly rushed after Rupdik.
"You will not reach him," Tsolak said. "I am coming in."
Rupdik had spent at least a kilosecond on the ship after incapacitating Tsolak. That was it! He must have sabotaged the drive. Of course, he had not wanted to be on board if the sabotage led to an explosion, so he had fled, delaying the hunt for him long enough for them to follow him with the ship.
"You must not give chase under any circumstances!" whistled Pyrik. "I believe the engines will blow up if you do."
"What?"
"Yes, Rupdik has had enough time on board. He is a captain, he knows his way around the technology."
"I cannot ... Wait, there is something conspicuous here."
"What did I tell you?"
"The oxidizer is open. If I had ignited the correction engine, there would have been an explosion."
"Our friends on the station would definitely have noticed it and we would have had visitors."
"We were really lucky then. I was already planning to realign the ship the whole time. Unfortunately, this will buy Rupdik even more time. I have to completely vent the combustion chamber. That will take a tone if we do not want to take any risks."
"We do not want that, Tsolakik."
Pyrik stopped. They would track down the fugitive later with the help of the laser. If he had not returned to them by then. What was he planning to do alone on this asteroid? He would suffocate here in a few days.

"Hello, gentlemen!"
It was Rupdik who radioed them on the frequency used by the spacesuits.
"Hello, Rupdik! Have you changed your mind?" asked Pyrik.
"Well, it looks like you noticed my little parting gift. Under the circumstances, there is no point in continuing this chase."
"You were going to blow us up," Tsolak said. "I was going to hit you with the laser..."
"No, the explosion would only have made you unable to maneuver, not to worry."
"Then why did you go to the trouble of escaping from the ship?" asked Pyrik.
"Well observed. There was a small chance that the courier ship would crash. I did not want to be there after all."
"You took the chance that we would be killed," said Tsolak.
"You were not very nice either," said Rupdik. "If I heard correctly, you killed an important scientist."
"That was self-defense," Tsolak said.
"So, what is it, are you coming back on board?" asked Pyrik.
"I located him," said Tsolak. "He is below the crater ridge."
"I turned off my cloaking field."
"It is called a cloaking device," said Pyrik. "Cloaking fields do not exist."
"Did that scientist attack you because you kept correcting him?" asked Rupdik.
Pyrik did not answer. It did not seem advisable to him to tell the freighter captain about everything that had happened. He was certainly not on their side.
"Come on, I will meet you halfway. Then I will take you up with me," said Pyrik.
Rupdik gave no reply.
"Rupdik?"
There was silence on the channel.
"Tsolak, do you see him?"
"The green dot has disappeared. The laser seems to be unable to do anything either."
Of all things! Why had Rupdik changed his mind? He had wanted to turn himself in and it had been the most sensible solution based on the facts.
"Can you expand the search area?" asked Pyrik.
"I already am. But there is nothing. The cloaking field should be overloaded by now, judging by the frequency with which we have managed it so far."
"Rupdik? Do not be silly. We will leave orbit if you do not respond."
He received no reply. In the meantime, Pyrik had reached the location where they had last had contact with him. Rupdik's footprints were still visible here.
"To the darkness! There are even traces of him here," said Pyrik.
"I only see you in the scanner."
Pyrik looked around. There was nothing here where Rupdik could hide, apart from the shadowed indentations of the crater wall. Pyrik shone the searchlight into it. Under the heat of the impact of a larger body, the material here had formed stress folds. But Rupdik was not hiding in them. The light illuminated it completely, apart from a particularly narrow crevice that was curved in on itself so that Pyrik could not see all the way to its end.
Hiding here was difficult, but not impossible. Pyrik stepped closer. He noticed movement, but it was just a speck of dust falling into the passage. He looked at the floor. He had expected a thick layer of dust, but the floor was unusually smooth and clean. No one could have left footprints here.
"I think I know why he changed his mind," Tsolak said. "You should come back slowly."
"What happened?"
"A warship has set course for the asteroid. I engaged the cloaking device, but you should hurry back on board."
"Understood. Rupdik, last chance to join us."
No reply. He had expected none. Pyrik took a few steps away from the wall and took off. But something was bothering him. Something. Everything. The strange hole in the floor. Rupdik's disappearance.
"When did you notice the warship, Tsolak?"
"Just before I told you."
"And there was no sign of it before?"
"No, none. The ship did not pick it up."
"Then Rupdik cannot have suspected they were coming either. There must be another reason for his disappearance. I would prefer to look for him."
"Unfortunately, we do not have the time. The warship is clearly heading for the asteroid."
That did not suit him at all, but he had no choice. Perhaps someone had checked the data from the monitoring station, as he had, and had come across the asteroid, which had increased in mass. That seemed to be the most reasonable explanation. Rupdik could not have called them. Nor could he have been in contact with them. So he could not have suspected that they were on their way. Rupdik had fallen victim to something else, an unknown danger. Something had grabbed him and dragged him into the unknown depths of which he himself had gotten a taste. Pyrik's mixed stomach reacted with a brief spasm. Suddenly he was glad that they would finally leave the orbit of the asteroid with the courier ship.
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"That will not be easy," said Tsolak.
Pyrik studied the holoscreen. He had to memorize the paths of the three warships orbiting the P4 point. This presence was not normal. Apparently, someone still suspected that the stolen courier ship would show up here, even though it was pure madness. They had a cloaking device, but the warships were constantly scanning the space in front of them with lasers, just as they had tracked the escapee on the surface of the asteroid.
They definitely needed cover so that the cloaking device had a chance to release the accumulated heat as often as possible.
"You could sneak up on this big asteroid here," Tsolak said, tapping a blue circle. "Then we can let the other one here," he tapped a smaller object, "tow us across its Lissajous orbit. At least we will get close to the target intermittently."
Tsolak seemed to want him in the pilot's seat even now. Pyrik had no desire for this responsibility.
"You seem to assume that I am piloting the ship," Pyrik said.
"But you did an excellent job of that when you escaped from the station," said Tsolak.
"But then you were paralyzed from the shoulders down. Now you are fit again."
Tsolak did not reply. Pyrik noticed his breathing holes opening and closing. He seemed to be singing an inaudible tune.
"What is it?" asked Pyrik.
"There is something you do not know. There is a reason I am no longer working in my old profession."
"You are freelancing. Did you get into a fight with your boss and lose?"
That was the explanation he wanted to hear, but Tsolak did not agree immediately. He took his time. Too much time.
"I do not work anymore. I retired for health reasons."
"You are supposed to be recovering? You seem very fit to me."
Pyrik tried to be humorous. Maybe Tsolak would go for it instead of coming out with the truth. He did not want to hear any bad news.
"I am going blind, Pyrikik. My vision is less than twenty percent."
"Really? You do not show it at all. I am very sorry."
In fact, their sight was very sensitive due to the sheer size of their eyes, and for most sun worshippers, their sensitivity diminished over the years.
"I make do with acoustic imaging," Tsolak said. "Plus, I have been on courier ships so much that I know exactly where each button is. But these holoscreens make it difficult for me because they change position."
"You just tapped two asteroids. On a holoscreen."
His whistles sounded like he did not believe Tsolak. Hopefully he did not misunderstand him. Pyrik just wanted to understand.
"After staring at the image for three minutes earlier," Tsolak said. "When things get serious, you do not have that much time."
"I am really sorry about that. Then I will take the wheel, of course. Is there no treatment available?"
Pyrik thought of his grandfather, who had received an artificial lens at an advanced age. Implantation technology had advanced considerably since then.
"Unfortunately, I am not a normal case. My whole body is falling apart. It is only particularly noticeable in the organ of vision. It is probably the late effects of radiation damage that I suffered in the line of duty. This is why they pay me a very decent pension." He should never have taken his old friend with him. Now he would have to spend his last years in poverty - or even in prison.
"I can take you back to 6P6 and drop you off somewhere inconspicuous," said Pyrik. "Maybe then they will leave you alone. Even Rupdik will be able to confirm that you were paralyzed when you hijacked the courier ship."
That could be the solution for Tsolak. The freighter captain was a reasonable man. They just had to find him again. Along with the Starafa.
"You just want to have all the fun alone," Tsolak said. "That is out of the question."
"Tsolakik, they will take away your pension, you realize that, right? They might even put you in prison. Is that how you want to spend your last orbits? I cannot be responsible for that."
Pyrik switched to the space fold drive. He could take his now truly old friend back to 6P6 within seconds. Courier ships were so small that they often got away with "jumping", which was illegal within the system, unless someone happened to be looking. He could choose a target directly above one of the poles. That was the least busy place.
"What do you think you are doing?" asked Tsolak, closing his eyes. "I can tell from your movements that you want to activate the jump drive."
"Your acoustic spatial sense is that accurate?" asked Pyrik.
"Got you." Tsolak gave a mocking whistle. "I was just guessing. I just know you. Always ready to help, a true friend who would rather go down alone than drag a terminally ill person into things."
Had he just called himself terminally ill? Was it that bad?
"But that would not help me, Pyrikik. Quite the opposite. I want to experience what lies ahead of us, together with you. Even if it is the last thing I experience. And because it will probably be the last thing I experience."
Pyrik had to lean back. His chest could not contain the breath he now instinctively had to draw. His whole body felt too tight. Then it happened - a blue wing unfurled and wrapped itself around Tsolak's shoulders.
His friend gently pushed him away. "I appreciate that very much. But the best thing you can do for me is to sneak into the dust pocket in the P4 point with me in our courier ship and retrieve our Starafa."
Pyrik carefully folded the wing back in. Tsolak did not want comfort, he wanted an adventure. And he would get it.

"Now!" Tsolak whistled.
Pyrik's seven fingers rushed through the holoscreen menu. The cloaking device switched itself off. At the same time, Tsolak ripped open the outer hatch. A strong gust of wind blew all the air out and took the heat with it. Pyrik was freezing badly, but his skin would only turn slightly purple. The breathing mask froze to his face, but when it got warmer it would come off.
They had 150 seconds before the courier ship would come into view of one of the three cruisers. In that time, they had to get rid of as much heat as possible so that they could fly the next leg in stealth. It had been Tsolak's idea to misuse the cabin air for this purpose. That way, the cloaking device could distribute its heat to the entire ship. They had enough oxygen on board to repeat the whole process five times. They gave themselves three attempts on the way in, reserving two more for the way back. Just two, because they might be able to attempt a space fold on the way out.
If they did not have the Starafa in tow - which was actually their goal. Pyrik did not think it was particularly realistic. Why would the three cruisers let them go with the valuable tree? After all, they were guarding the L4 point for a reason. However, Pyrik refused to think through the consequences. They would only distract him from acting.
"And... stealth!"
Pyrik almost did not hear Tsolak's whistles, they were so quiet because of the thin atmosphere. But at least he could see his friend's breathing holes moving under the mask. Pyrik activated the cloak while Tsolak closed the hatch again. Then his friend floated towards him. He steered unerringly towards the holoscreen. Was Tsolak really as visually impaired as he claimed? He must have trained his acoustic sense excellently.
"Now you have to help me," Tsolak said. "We do not have enough time to wait for me to recognize something."
"Of course. I just need a moment to get us on our way."
Pyrik activated the pre-calculated course. If everything went smoothly, they would keep their cloak until they entered the dust nebula.
"So. We are now on the last section. The area we called the Dust Cloud looks like a rather thick tuber."
Tubers were always thick, but this one was almost as thick at its base as it was long. It tapered considerably towards the root, but never became slender.
"We will fly into the tuber at its rump," explained Pyrik. "The dust concentration is particularly high there. Here..." he guided Tsolak's finger to their entry point, "... we will make first contact."
"I am so excited," Tsolak said. "Now I am beginning to recognize the tuber, as well. The comparison really fits."
Pyrik's chest was actually taut enough to burst. They had scanned the Dust Cloud thoroughly, but still had not gotten a reading on what it looked like just beyond the surface. If the others did the same, they would no longer be able to locate them and they would be safe until they left the area again.
What was strange, however, was that the turnip did not exist on any of the older images of the P4 point. Even on those that Pyrik had personally reviewed, he had identified a dust cloud, but it had been larger, more or less spherically symmetrical and considerably less dense. Had the abductors deliberately created such a dense shell so that no one could watch their experiments.
Or was it something completely different? For some reason, Pyrik preferred to think that perhaps the Starafa itself had created this curtain so that it could punish its kidnappers undisturbed. His imagination was probably running wild as he imagined those involved impaled on its leaves and branches. He had not yet shared these thoughts of revenge with Tsolak. But perhaps he should. His friend would certainly enjoy it.
Their ship approached the tuber. Pyrik looked out of the portholes. The view had turned ominously black. The stars no longer existed. Pyrik became afraid. He felt it creeping through his feet, which were standing on the floor of the ship. Maybe he should lie down. He pulled himself into the pilot's seat and fastened his seatbelt. When the seatbelt buckle clicked, Tsolak followed suit.
Just in time, because a low warning sound revealed that the hull of the courier ship was heating up too much. They were inside! He immediately switched off the cloaking device. The density of the dust increased the deeper they went. Pyrik turned the ship and activated the engine. But that was not enough. The courier ship was atmospheric, but its hull was almost glowing in this cloud of dust. That was not good. Not good at all, because the cloaking device was close under the outer hull. If it was damaged, they would not be able to leave the area.
"What is it?" asked Tsolak.
Now that he no longer had to hide his condition, he seemed to ask more often than before, instead of just accepting that he was missing something.
"The dust density is not that high, but..."
"... we are getting too hot. I can hear it."
He had already mentally blocked out the alarm sounds.
"I suspect that the dust particles are significantly larger than the molecules in the atmosphere, so they cause more friction despite their lower density."
"They are stripping away the cloaking field," said Tsolak.
"That is a bit imprecise, but that is the gist of it."
Even if he was terminally ill, he would not let him get away with imprecise language. After all, Tsolak had certain expectations of him that had developed over their many years of friendship.
"What do the scanners say?" asked Tsolak.
"All frequencies are white. The dust particles reflect very well."
"Then we are effectively blind? How fitting."
"Almost. Magnetic fields penetrate the cloud. There must be a large amount of metal not too far away. Ferromagnetic. So, steel and the like."
"A ship, and a pretty sturdy one at that," Tsolak said.
"More of a Freighter than a high-speed vessel," Pyrik said.
"More like a troop carrier than a missile cruiser," Tsolak said.

It was a Freighter. The dust suddenly cleared.
"A Freighter," said Tsolak.
Pyrik was so surprised that it took him two seconds to realize what was now urgently needed: they had to slow down. As the dust was no longer holding them back, they were already about to crash into the huge ship when the main engine finally fired. Pyrik managed to stabilize the courier ship.
The view that presented itself to them was breathtaking. They were approaching a Freighter the likes of which he had not seen for a long time. Mega Freighters like this were only used to explore new planets. They were normally shaped like giant pipes. Here, however, the rear part of the tube had been cut in half, leaving a surface with the profile of a semicircle. Tsolak was just as fascinated by the image as he was.
"That is an old Titan," he said. "I did not know that the Titans still existed. But they stripped it of part of its skin. Poor ship."
Pyrik zoomed into the picture. They were both wrong. The top rear half was not missing. It had been pushed over the front half. The Freighter was like a giant convertible where you could move the roof. It was not entirely clear whether the crew was in the process of opening or closing the roof. About 200 soldiers were busy on the loading area. They were all holding up devices that seemed to be spewing something invisible, because every now and then their users changed the magazines.
"They are fighting the dust," said Pyrik. "They are probably air cannons."
They could not use flamethrowers because the dust would not burn, even if they provided the necessary oxygen. Pushing it away was the only antidote. But what caused the dust to gather around the Freighter?
"The Starafa," said Tsolak, who was obviously having similar thoughts. "It attracts the dust. That is its weapon against the kidnappers."
"I am not sure it is a weapon," Pyrik said. "As a trained botanist and second-class analyzer, I can tell you that the dust is not good for the Starafa. It will hinder its breathing and end up suffocating it. Maybe it cannot help but concentrate it, because that is what the Preservers have programmed it to do."
"That must have surprised the kidnappers in any case," Tsolak said.
"Sure. I do not think it is particularly healthy for the soldiers to be stuck in the dust either, even if they will not suffocate with their breathing masks."
"She is deliberately pulling them to their deaths."
"Well, if you see a will in that, then I must disappoint you, Tsolakik. The Starafa may be a living creature of sorts, but you certainly cannot ascribe will and intent to it."
"Who knows?"
Pyrik did not contradict him again. If he wanted to see more in the plant, he was happy to oblige. It was not his way of dealing with such a magnificent creature.
"Titan 17 to unknown ship, make your landing!"
Now someone had noticed them after all. Pyrik had hoped that the entire crew would be busy defending against the dust.
"Who is it?" he asked innocently.
"Titan 17, you are in a restricted area. I'm ordering you to land immediately."
"This is courier ship 5D34. I have a shipment for Private Kluzik."
It was an attempt. Kluzik was a common name, and after six months of service, every soldier became a private.
"We are not expecting any shipments. Land or I will shoot you down."
They had not bothered to look for the private. He probably had an overworked officer on the line who had been taken completely by surprise by the events. He felt sorry for him. Get an object from A and bring it to B, that must have been the order. But then a Starafa landed on the loading area. It was clear where A was. But what was B? Pyrik had to find out.
"I just want to deliver the shipment to Private Kluzik. You have to understand that! Otherwise, I will get into trouble. My boss said the other day..."
"I will give you ten seconds, 5D34. If I do not see that you are on course for landing by then, I will shoot you down. I assure you that our weapons are still working perfectly despite our little problem."
"Alright, Titan 17, I am landing. And you get me Private Kluzik, please!"
A coordinate appeared in the system. The coded location was at the far end of the Freighter, where a dome could be seen that looked like a wart from above. Pyrik programmed a landing course that would take them there.

"Give me a hand, please," said Tsolak. "The backpack..."
Pyrik stood behind him and pushed the backpack onto Tsolak's shoulders. There was no gravity to speak of on the Titan, so a rocket backpack came in handy. He had already chosen one, too.
"Thanks."
Tsolak's whistle sounded muffled as he put on his helmet. Pyrik pushed the visor down as well. The courier ship's programmed flight path appeared in his field of vision. It was already braking. They still had 53 seconds until touchdown. The Titan 17 officer seemed to be satisfied, in any case he did not report back again.
Tsolak floated to the hatch.
"What is the hurry?" asked Pyrik.
"We have to surprise them. They assume we are getting out after we land, so we will do the opposite."
That made sense. Pyrik put on his backpack and followed Tsolak, who was just opening the hatch. A thick plume of dust blew in. It looked like someone wanted to greet them. The dust was rusty brown, which meant it must contain a lot of iron. It settled on all surfaces. The inside of the courier ship had turned a brownish color, as if someone was painting it with an invisible brush. They would never get rid of this dust completely, but they probably no longer needed the courier ship, no matter what happened.
"Oh, darkness, I forgot my blaster," Tsolak said. "Can you get it for me?"
He held the hatch open with his right hand and pointed downwards with his left. Pyrik saw a device with a metallic sheen. Strangely, no dust had settled on it. He dove down, and at the same moment, the power from outside died off. It became silent. The external microphones of his suit only picked up the warning beep of the flight controls, which brought the courier ship into a vertical position for landing on the Freighter.
Pyrik, who had almost reached the blaster, grabbed it and slipped it under his belt. Tsolak had certainly thought this through, so he did not need to try to stop him by radio. That would only startle the crew of the Freighter. Hopefully he had at least packed another weapon.
The blaster in his belt felt reassuring as he floated to the hatch, which was now on the side of the landed ship. It was locked, as expected, and it would not open again on its own. Pyrik looked around the courier ship and found what he had hoped for: a laser lance. It was his way out. He did not use it on the hatch, whose surroundings were surely specially reinforced, but on one of the portholes.
Or should he stay in here and wait to see what happened, like the driver of the getaway vehicle during a robbery? No. Tsolak did not expect to return. He had something dangerous in mind that would probably cost him his life. That was why he had forced Pyrik to let him go alone. It was a heroic plan, but he would still try to thwart it in at least one aspect: He would not allow Tsolak to die.
The only question was whether he had enough time to do so, as the laser lance was only slowly eating through the tough metal surrounding the porthole. Simply cutting out the "glass" would not be enough, as the viewing window was smaller than the cross-section of his body. A two-breather would probably have no problem climbing through. What role did they play in this drama? Did they really only serve to distract attention from the real culprits?
He was through. Pyrik pushed the porthole and the surrounding hull material outwards, where it floated away, slowly rotating like a flying saucer. He slung the laser lance over his shoulder. It still had half its capacity and cut through metal just as well as living bodies. Anyone who caused the Starafa such obvious suffering deserved no feelings of regret.
At first, he just stuck his head through the hole. Here at the end of the Freighter, the dust fog was so thick that visibility was a few arm's lengths. He switched to the cameras in other wavelengths. The metallic dust was equally effective at limiting visibility everywhere. Only the magnetic sensors worked. That was enough: where the fields clustered was the heart of the ship he had to conquer.
Pyrik climbed all the way out of the ship and pushed himself off. Why had the officer not contacted him again? Pyrik was hovering just above the flat surface of the cargo deck when he spotted a person in the infrared. At first he thought it was Tsolak, but it came towards him. Tsolak would only return with the key to the Starafa in his hand.
It was a soldier, and he gave him a friendly wave. He tapped his helmet. Pyrik understood the signal and went through a few radio channels.
"... great that it worked. I am..."
"Are you Private Kluzik?" asked Pyrik.
"I am Sergeant Kluzik."
"Oh, then I must be in the wrong place."
"No, I was just promoted as part of this covert operation. It is so great that you have fulfilled the order! I did not think we were allowed to receive goods here."
"The reception was not particularly friendly, but..."
"Oh, you bumped into the First Lieutenant. He likes to take his temper out on others. I am sorry about that. Have you got the ring?"
He felt sorry for the sergeant. He was so happy! But he did not have a ring for him. Why would he need it? Was it about an engagement? Pyrik wished him a long, happy life, but he knew he would have to kill him. He did not have a ring. But he had a laser lance over his shoulder with which he had to separate his head from his body. Hopefully he was fast enough.
Pyrik took off the rocket pack.
"Is it in there?" asked Kluzik.
Even under the visor, Pyrik could see the sergeant's eyes widen in delight. He was probably already imagining the reaction of the recipient.
"Yes," said Pyrik. "I just have to..."
He wanted to get Kluzik to bend over the container. Then he could ram the laser lance into his neck from behind or from the side, at least unobserved. He would need a lot of strength to cut through the spacesuit and the neck, but that would be the only way to really incapacitate Kluzik.
"We can do this inside," Kluzik said. "I can buy you a drink in the canteen. It is the least I can do."
"I am not sure. I have a boss like you."
"No one will ever know what's going on here. It's all top secret. My colleagues are trying to get rid of the dust. We will have the canteen to ourselves."
Pyrik had an idea. This Kluzik seemed really nice.
"All right," he said. "Do you have Chump?"
There was no canteen that catered to soldiers that did not serve Chump.
"We have the best Chump in the nearest light second."
Pyrik bent down, grabbed the rocket pack and groaned at it.
"Ah, wait, my friend, I will carry that for you, of course," Kluzik said.
The sergeant was nice, but not particularly clever. After all, the backpack weighed nothing here. But Pyrik had hoped that he would offer to carry it. He lifted it up, and Kluzik stretched out his arms so that Pyrik could slip the straps over it. This was his chance. The backpack had a manual launch mechanism. It was a simple cord that hung out of the side. In an emergency, you could use it to get away very quickly without having to program a route first.
"Thank you, that is very kind of you..." Pyrik began and pulled on the door.
The propellant gas escaped immediately. Kluzik whistled at the top of his voice, startled.
"What...?"
The rest was lost in the static of the discharges in the dry dust. But Pyrik was also thrown backwards. The propellant gas had been reflected from the ground in his direction. Pyrik quickly realized that he was about to reach the end of the Freighter and disappear into the darkness of space. That was what he got for his pity.
Klong. He bumped his back against a metallic surface. It was the courier ship that had brought them here. Now it had saved his life again, even though he had cut out one of his eyes. Pyrik pushed off with the laser lance and reached the ground.
Once again, he headed for the Freighter's control center. This time no one would meet him. Did the sergeant stand a chance? The rocket pack would fire autonomously for three kiloseconds. After that, Kluzik regained control of it and was able to get to safety. So his chances were not bad. Better than having his head cut off. Pyrik abhorred violence.
Besides, he now knew that the canteen was empty because the whole team was fighting the dust. The First Lieutenant was probably guarding the control center. It was his target. If he managed to take it over, lock it down and defend it, he could steer the Freighter back to 6P6 from there.
That was the plan. What might Tsolak be up to? He was probably pursuing a similar idea. But why had he not asked for help? His plan had to be dangerous, so much so that he preferred not to involve Pyrik. Pyrik racked his brain as he made his way towards the control center located in the dome. It was important to know Tsolak's plans so as not to accidentally thwart them, but he could not figure it out.

As the sergeant had promised, the dome was empty. Up close, it looked much larger than from the courier ship. It had at least five levels. This gave Pyrik a completely different sense of the dimensions of the Freighter transporting the Starafa. The Titans, mythical figures of darkness who had supposedly challenged the light ages ago, lived up to their name.
The airlock accepted him without further inquiry. Apparently, no unauthorized persons normally strayed here. He explored the building, always hovering to make as little noise as possible. There was no one on the first floor. Pyrik floated up a shaft that was so wide that even the courier ship would have fit through it. At the very top, under the dome, there was a glow of light. Pyrik stopped just before the shaft ended. If his suspicions were correct, Tsolak had long since taken control of the ship. But he could not be sure.
He carefully peered over the edge of the shaft. A person in an officer's uniform stood in front of a whole row of displays. That was not Tsolak. Too bad. He would have to take action against the First Lieutenant himself. He would not get rid of him as quickly and easily as the sergeant. Pyrik fumbled for Tsolak's blaster. There it was. He took it in his right hand and left his cover. The officer operated his equipment impassively. He seemed to be following the progress of his men on the screens. Every now and then he said something into a microphone that Pyrik could not understand from a distance.
Should he just shoot him in the back? That was the easiest solution. Pyrik aimed at the officer. Before he could pull the trigger, he changed his mind. He tripled the charge. One hit would tear half the Lieutenant's body off. He had to be sure. The enemy must not be given the opportunity to return fire.
Pyrik aimed again. He moved his middle finger on the trigger, but it did not work. He was not a killer. This sun worshipper was responsible for the abduction of the Starafa. He commanded the whole enterprise, even if he certainly had not organized it. In that position, he would certainly have had the opportunity to refuse the order. He must have been told that he would be acting outside the law and society. Whoever had thought up the scheme would only pull it off with others who were prepared to do anything.
He deserved to be shot in the back. But Pyrik could not.
"Do not move," he said. "Or you will be dead."
The First Lieutenant jerked around. He was much faster than Pyrik had expected, and suddenly there was a gun pointed at him, too. It looked more like a particle weapon, but it did not matter if death came at the speed of light or took a little longer. If one of them fired, they would both die.
"I guess we have a standoff then," the officer said.
Now that he was directly opposite him and the pitch of the whistles was not distorted by the radio channel, he recognized him. It was the one who had slashed him with his blade.
His opponent must have just realized that this was not their first encounter.
"Are you not that fool who came to see me on the laser platform?"
"You are the criminal who mutilated the Starafa."
"You have some serious stamina. I thought I split you in half back then."
Two halves, that was the key word. If the officer aimed for his midsection, he could avoid certain death by splitting himself in half. An ability that his counterpart certainly did not possess.
"Yes, well I am tougher than you think," Pyrik said.
"Do not fool yourself. This time I will aim for your head. No one can put you back together without it."
The barrel of the particle weapon pointed slightly upwards. It really was a stalemate. Pyrik had no secret ability he could use to get his head to safety. The officer stepped backwards. Pyrik followed him. He noticed his opponent pressing a few buttons. He tried to press the trigger, but it was already too late.
"They will be here in a few minutes," said the officer.
"Who?" asked Pyrik.
He suspected the answer, but he did not want to plan based on false assumptions again.
"The warships that were waiting for you outside. Then it is over."
Pyrik moved his weapon, but kept it pointed at his opponent. What could he do?
"It is not over until I say so."
"You stole that line from some holo. If you really believe it, then we will wait. But we can end this sooner. Lay down your weapon at your feet and I promise you a quick, painless death."
"That is a very generous offer. I will even promise you your life if you give up, and I will testify for you in court."
"Too kind. But when my friends are here and question you, you will see that my offer is really generous. Or rather, was, because it will no longer be valid."
Something was happening on the screens. Bright channels opened up in the brown dust veils. The first warship came out, a frigate. It was obviously braking at full speed, because in the infrared it was brighter than the sun.
"Well, what did I say? You do have no chance. What are you going to do with that blaster against four fully armed ships?"
"We will see," said Pyrik.
He tried to make his whistles sound powerful and confident, but the result did not even convince him.
"Oh, did the poor little boy get scared? Shall I call your parents to come and get you?"
The Lieutenant was an insolent one. Maybe he should just pull the trigger. Then at least he would get the language he deserved. But what happened to the Starafa then? Pyrik had not undertaken this journey out of a desire for revenge, but to bring the plant back to the place where it belonged.
The second warship emerged from the darkness. His hopes sank. What was the point of waiting for the other two now? But he could not simply give up. At least a standoff was not a defeat. The odds could still shift.
And they were shifting - in the enemy's favor. Warships three and four emerged from the haze. These were also frigates. They looked tiny compared to the Freighter, but he knew what they were capable of. Only three of these ships had destroyed an entire fleet of Two-Breathers. On the screens, he could have cut them in half with the laser lance. Not in reality.
"Is that enough of an argument?" asked the First Lieutenant. "I do not want to promise you anything I cannot deliver. There are important people on board one of these ships. Once they are here, I will not be able to carve you up. And believe me, you will wish you could."
He would die. That was clear. He had failed in the rescue of the Starafa. Tsolak was probably already dead.
Suddenly, one of the screens flashed green. The officer noticed the warning signal and retreated far enough to find the cause without losing sight of Pyrik.
Whistles sounded. Pyrik recognized Tsolak's voice.
"I demand that you surrender immediately," he whistled. "All of you."
"Tsolak, four warships have appeared directly above the Freighter," Pyrik whistled loudly.
"You should surrender too." Tsolak did not indicate that he knew him.
"We were just here discussing my offer," the officer said. "I will kill Pyrik with one swift blow, so he does not have to suffer. I will extend the offer to you. You know each other? Do you perhaps want to die together?"
"We will all die," said Tsolak. "Because I will steer the Freighter into the interior of our planet with a jump."
His friend obviously wanted to activate the fold drive. The fact that it was forbidden within a system did not mean that it would not work. If they landed in the liquid core of 6P6, the mighty Freighter would definitely be destroyed.
"It is a trick," said the First Lieutenant, "but a pretty bad one. I am at the helm. Only I can trigger a jump." He typed something. "Or are you claiming to have hacked my access?"
"No. I am in the jump drive. Forgive me, Pyrik, if I am not being exact. Each jump drive has a manual release for testing purposes."
That was correct. But there were tremendous forces at work within the fold drive during the folding of space. No one who triggered a jump manually could survive it. On the other hand, they would all die anyway. It was a good plan. No, it would have been a good plan before the four warships arrived. Because by now the First Lieutenant was no longer the one making the decisions here.
"This is General Jarvix," a loudspeaker announced.
The First Lieutenant saluted instinctively. Even Pyrik recognized the name: Jarvix was part of the current, elected government. He was the Minister of War, the first in over 600 orbits. For a long time, his predecessors had called themselves Minister of Defense. Jarvix, who came from the second largest world of the sun worshippers, had insisted that war was always the best defense. Had he betrayed his colleagues in the government?
"What is going on? Where are the invaders?" asked Jarvix.
"One is standing here in front of me," said the First Lieutenant.
"Shoot him."
"He is threatening me with a gun."
"That is your problem alone. Shoot him or you will be relieved of your duties."
The Lieutenant raised his arm. He did not want to die, it was obvious from his whole posture. But he had no choice.
"Then I will steer the Freighter into the core of 6P6," Tsolak said, saving his life.
The First Lieutenant said nothing, but he looked pleased and lowered his weapon.
"Who is that?" asked Jarvix.
"The other intruder," said the First Lieutenant.
"Does he have the means to carry out his threat?"
"It looks like it. He is directly in the jump drive."
"Did you say in the drive? I repeat, in the drive?"
"Confirmed."
"That... How could you let that happen? Are you totally incompetent?"
The officer had tried to kill him and still had his gun pointed at him, but he still felt sorry for him. There was nothing left for him to win.
"General Jarvix, I would like to point out that the plant is attracting dust from the surrounding area. I had to send all my people out to..."
"Keep your mouth shut. My advisor here says the best thing you can do is shoot the intruder standing in front of you."
"But then the Starafa dies, General. It cannot survive in the planet's core."
"You have to trust us, Lieutenant. We know these people. They are idealists. They are only doing this for the Starafa. They would never risk destroying it."
"That is what you promised my crew and me, General. The Starafa is sacred."
"Damn it, Lieutenant, nothing will happen to it! Shoot the guy already! Then the other one will have no more reason to kill himself and the Starafa."
"Then I will have all the more reason," Tsolak said.
"Do not listen to him. Follow my orders or I will have you court-martialed."
"The general was never concerned with the plant," Pyrik said. "I do not know what they hope to gain from this, but it must be about power. It is always about power."
"They say it is about hardening the Starafa, making it more robust so that it can grow on ice worlds."
So that was the official explanation.
"And why are they not using an offshoot for this?" asked Pyrik.
"I do not know. My parents were colonists on an ice world. They left me behind on 6P6, and they never came back to me. I had to help them."
"You do not have to apologize, Lieutenant. Just put the gun down," Pyrik said.
"I cannot do that. My family ... If I get dishonorably discharged, how will they live?"
The Lieutenant raised his arm and pointed it at Pyrik.
"Then you will definitely die," Tsolak said. "Inside 6P6."
"That is okay. The military will take care of my family."
It was over. Pyrik lowered his eyes. He did not want to see death coming.
A sudden impulse pushed him backwards. Pyrik tripped over his own feet and fell as slowly as one falls in microgravity. He missed the pain of the injury that the particle ammunition must have inflicted on his body. Pyrik felt around, but there was nothing there. There were no holes in his firm skin. It was only when he bumped his head against a bar on the thickness that he realized that the First Lieutenant had not shot at him at all. Pyrik turned around so that he could see the screens. On the left one, a shipwreck was disappearing into the dust, staggering. It looked like one of the frigates, or more precisely, like the skeleton of a ship. That was impossible!
"What's going on up there?" asked Tsolak. "How is my friend? I want to hear from him right away, otherwise..."
"I am here, Tsolak. He did not shoot at me. There is heavy fighting going on outside our front door."
"Fighting? What are you talking about?"
"Probably someone finally realized what is going on. That Jarvix is betraying the government," said Pyrik.
"That is not it," the First Lieutenant contradicted. "There is only one ship added, and it is one I have never seen before."
It must be the Two-Breathers. But they had no chance.
"Two-breathers?" asked Pyrik.
"It certainly is not a Never swarm, so only they come into question."
This was not good news. He had somehow hoped for a miracle, but this weak ship of equally weak humans could not help them. So why did the First Lieutenant seem so pleased? Did he like watching someone being slaughtered? Pyrik could not figure him out. He had even lowered his weapon. Pyrik could easily have killed him now.
"Jarvix will tear them to pieces," said Pyrik.
"The general? Oh, his ship has already been destroyed," said the First Lieutenant. "I begrudge him that with all my heart."
That must have been the shipwreck he had seen.
"May I?" asked Pyrik, standing next to his former opponent.
The Two-Breathers' ship was about the size of a frigate. Its shape was barely recognizable, it was equipped with so many measuring instruments. But it also seemed to be able to dish it out quite well. It had just engaged the three remaining frigates. Pyrik could tell from the movement of the firing batteries that one of them was taking particle fire. The target had no shielding, so it was probably being penetrated by an infinite number of small pieces of metal. However, it did not stop working on one of the frigates from three laser guns. The Two-Breathers managed to sever the engine section, sending the next shipwreck tumbling away.
"Our ships should be completely superior, right?" asked Pyrik.
"Their great advantage is their stealth," said the First Lieutenant. "But it does not help at all in the dust cloud."
As if to prove it, one of the two remaining ships tried to go into cloaking mode. It worked - but only in the visual range. In infrared, it was still the best target. The Two-Breathers took advantage of this to fire a volley of missiles that headed relentlessly towards their target. The frigate fought back with laser guns. It actually destroyed all the missiles and was about to turn around to launch itself at the enemy again when the frigate suddenly burst apart in a fireball.
"How did they do that?" asked Pyrik.
"I have no idea," said his opponent.
"What's happening out there?" asked Tsolak.
"The Two-Breathers' ship has already shot three of ours to bits," explained Pyrik.
"I see. Then I will stay here until the situation is clarified. We might be jumping out of the frying pan into the fire. First our own military, who want to abduct the Starafa, then perhaps these aliens. It is no coincidence that they are arriving here now."
Pyrik whistled a few soft, low notes. His mind had begun to fill with hope again, which was probably inappropriate. He liked the fact that the Two-Breathers were getting back at the general. But they were and remained aliens pursuing their own plans. Jarvix had perhaps even meant well - in his own way - for the sun worshippers. The humans were certainly pursuing plans that were good for other humans.
At the moment, however, it did not look as if they had the upper hand. Destroying three ships had been a feat, but the fourth was proving too strong. It took full advantage of the visible damage the human ship had already sustained, concentrating its fire on it while skillfully evading its opponent's two remaining laser cannons. It was a battle of attrition that the Two-Breathers could not win. Unless the frigate suddenly perished in a similar explosion to its sister ship.
But that did not happen. Instead, flames suddenly erupted from the main engine of the Two-Breathers' ship.
"That does not look good," said the First Lieutenant.
Suddenly he held his weapon in his hand again and pointed it at Pyrik.
"What are you doing? You do not have to do this," said Pyrik.
"Yes, I have to. If ours win, you will be in the way."
"And if they lose?"
"That is clear. We would have fought the aliens together."
"You would have needed us, of course," said Pyrik.
"That is one way of putting it. There is almost no one left of my people outside. Who knows what the aliens will do to us. They are supposed to be tiny and weak, but sheer numbers can quickly become a problem."
"Do you hear that, Tsolak?" asked Pyrik.
"I hear it. Kluzik was right. The Lieutenant is a jerk. Then I must remind him once again that he will also die if he kills my friend Pyrik."
"It is not my fault," said the First Lieutenant. "I am just following my orders."
"You could at least wait and see how the battle develops," Tsolak said.
"Not good for the Two-Breathers," explained the First Lieutenant. "They must have boarded their escape pods. The first one just reached... no, our frigate destroyed it."
"What, you are firing at an escape pod?" asked Tsolak. "What honor is there in that?"
"They are just aliens," said the First Lieutenant. "Scum, you know. Maybe they wanted to attack us, and the escape pod is more of a troop transport. We have no way of knowing that, do we?"
"The second escape pod is approaching the surface of the Freighter," Pyrik described what he saw on the display. "It is about to land. Oh. A laser beam hit it. They are falling out. There is no more movement."
Pyrik felt an unpleasant pressure on his mixed stomach. In the camera image, the dead aliens looked like throat maggots. But they were clearly not crawling around looking for blood.
"They cannot be doing that," Tsolak said. "There was no such thing in my time."
"They can. No one will ask about them," the Lieutenant said. "They are aliens, they have no rights."
"The third escape pod has just landed on the surface," said Pyrik. "It is under heavy fire, but they seem to have active shielding."
"I am sure it will not last forever," said the First Lieutenant. "See the stern of the pod? It is already glowing."
"I cannot allow that," said Tsolak. "That is murder! They may be different from us, but they are intelligent creatures. Probably researchers."
Tsolak was right. They could not allow that to happen. The Freighter had its own guns that they could use against the last frigate. Pyrik crept closer to the controls.
"Forget it," said the First Lieutenant, pointing his gun at Pyrik. "It will be business as usual here. When the alien problem has been dealt with, it will be your turn. Now, without Jarvix, you might get away with arrest. I will put in a good word for you. Do not ruin this."
The opponent was on his guard. When Pyrik approached, he would dodge or threaten with his weapon. He was not fast enough to overpower him. Tsolak might have had a chance, but he was somewhere far below him in the engine compartment.
What did he have in mind? Was he still going to kill them all? By now, Pyrik would not have minded dying at all.
"What is the situation?" asked Tsolak.
"The Two-Breathers have already tried to get out of their escape pod twice, but the laser fire is preventing them from doing so," explained Pyrik.
"Why does the frigate not simply use missiles or bombs?" asked Tsolak.
"Because then they would damage the Freighter," said the First Lieutenant. "It has nothing to do with compassion. You just have to wait and see. They cannot wait in their shipikik forever."
"They cannot," said Tsolak. "But they should not have to. We are leaving this not-so-hospitable place now."
"What do you mean, Tsolakik? Our courier ship is no longer operational either."
"We do not need that. We have the Freighter. It has everything we need."
"He wants to activate the jump drive!" the First Lieutenant whistled into the microphone.
He obviously wanted to warn the last frigate. But no one there seemed to recognize the real danger.
"As long as you do not give your consent, the drive will remain switched off," an unfamiliar voice whistled back. "So do not get excited. We will come to you as soon as we have wiped out the aliens."
"Tsolakik!" whistled Pyrik.
He knew what the announcement meant.
"Yes, my friend. It was a good time," Tsolak replied. "Keep me in sunny memories."
"I will. You are the light."
That was the traditional salute when someone went on a journey of no return.
"Thank you, Pyrikik. Say hello to the aliens for me. They have something good with you. Tell them that if they do not realize it themselves. Without your friend Tsolak, they would be dead."
"I will tell them."
Pyrik's muscles stiffened. He did not want to lose Tsolak.
"Now hold on," Tsolak whistled.
Pyrik tried to memorize the tone of voice. It would be the last words he ever heard from Tsolak. At the same time, he reached for a pole, and the very next moment the universe grabbed him, wrung him out like a wet rag, chewed and swallowed him, flattened him and kneaded him back into a three-dimensional shape.
They had jumped.
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PERSEPHONE, 2382

She shouldn't have looked up. Peraia knew that Shepherd displayed some of his samples on the shelves in the tiny hallway where his visitors were supposed to change. But now her eyes were glued to the mysterious face that winked at her and formed an inaudible "hello" with its full lips. For Peraia, it was a man who had a lot to tell and even more to experience. Aloisius claimed that the cells only contained X chromosomes. The Mona Lisa smile was really fascinating, but there came a moment when she had to tear her gaze away, only to realize that the head no longer had a body.
Peraia swallowed. The neurologist had assured her in all sincerity that the owner had voluntarily made her head available for research, albeit in return for financial compensation. It was his most beautiful trophy; life had gone out of it twenty years ago. The fact that she was still smiling so beautifully was thanks to a preservation process he had personally developed and a few nanomotors that he had introduced into the cells.
"Where are you?" shouted Peraia.
She had opened the door to Shepherd's cabin, which was also his laboratory, without ringing the bell, using her unlimited authority as captain. The researcher would not have opened it for her anyway. When he was working, which he always did if he wasn't asleep, no one was allowed to disturb him.
Of course, this rule didn't apply to her. No rules applied to her. She was the Emperor's eldest daughter. She could ask Shepherd to kill himself for her and he would obey the order, albeit lamenting the tremendous loss to science that his death would mean.
"Where are you?" she asked again.
Shepherd's lab was a maze. He had built it partly into the reinforced outer wall of the Persephone. Of course, he had not asked anyone. Peraia had only realized it when they were already on their way. However, Aloisius was able to prove that the structural integrity had actually improved slightly as a result of his modifications. Ruben Kardaschenko, the physicist, had done the math.
Peraia put on a rubber glove and pushed aside the blue plastic coats that visitors were supposed to wear. She had once worn one of these, but when it had tried to crawl into her every orifice to avoid any contamination, she had torn it off her body in disgust. The organic material reacted to the inevitable sweat on her skin, so she only touched it with a glove.
Hidden behind the hygienic robes was a door that led to the rooms that had been created later. Peraia opened it, climbed up a ladder and entered a narrow corridor that led in two directions. She turned left. Here it no longer smelled of disinfectant, but of machine oil. She really enjoyed the smell. Her favorite thing to do was to tinker with the rocket engines of the ships, perhaps to tease an extra percentage of power out of them, even if that seemed almost impossible after more than a year alone in enemy territory.
"Aloisius, are you here?" she called out.
She got no answer. Nevertheless, she kept walking. It was just a hunch. The corridor led to the neurolaboratory, where Shepherd had preferred to stay for the past few weeks. Peraia came across another ladder, which became a staircase before ending in what appeared to be a solid wall. It was another trick of the scientist who loved to show off his skills. Peraia thought about lunch to gather saliva, but her throat remained dry. Once again, the food had tasted terrible. The cook demanded almost daily that she provide more fresh ingredients, some of which were still loaded, but Peraia wanted to save them for especially bad times. She thought of delicious red carrots, and this time the saliva ran.
She spat against the door. The viscous liquid ran down and evaporated quickly. The door was over a hundred degrees. It was not possible to touch it. A laser beam buzzed through the vapor left behind by her spit. The door used this to measure the chemical composition and identify her as the person authorized to enter. And it popped open with a screeching sound. Shepherd had to oil the hinges again.
Behind the door, the machine oil aroma once again gave way to disinfectant. Shepherd stood in his place, as she had expected. He never sat, his back could not take it. The way he kept his head down did not look healthy either. Up close, Peraia saw that he was wearing white plugs in his ears. He was probably reading out some scientific publication from Persephone's extensive archive. At the same time, he was working with two shiny silver tools on an object that was clamped in a flat metal bowl with silver screws.
She stood next to him. Shepherd looked over at her briefly, but then returned to his work. He had a gray, greasy, shiny mass in front of him with reddish strands running through it. Shepherd had fixed these tendons to the bottom of the bowl with the screws. With the tool in his right hand, a kind of pen hanging from a cable, he ran it along the tendons. With the tweezers in his left hand, he held the tendons taut and repeatedly pressed the gray mass against them. Peraia waited. If they had enough of one resource, then it was time. It took about ten minutes for Shepherd to put down his tools. He straightened his body, turned his head back and forth until the joints cracked loudly, and then gave her his gloved hand. Peraia squeezed it; she was still wearing the rubber glove.
"It's good that you are here," he said.
"You sent me a message. What is it?"
With Shepherd, it was worth repeating such facts, because in everyday life he was forgetful.
"You can see it. I am not getting anywhere."
"But it did not look like you had too little to do?"
"That's all child's play. I'm simulating the Orb's brain structure and playing around with the imitation material as if it were real. The gain in knowledge is zero. I'm improving my technique, that's all."
"That is worth something, right?"
Peraia yawned inwardly. She had to have conversations like this a lot recently, and not just with the neurologist. After more than a year in space, the crew expected results, but they couldn't magically conjure them up, especially as they could only proceed with extreme caution.
"No, that's not worth anything. My technique is already almost perfect. Improving it from 99.6 to 99.7 percent perfection is inefficient."
Aloisius was always honest. She appreciated that about him. But it could also be very exhausting.
"What do you want?"
"I want us to move on to plan B."
Plan B. Shepherd and Heynes had already presented their idea two months ago. The xenobiologist was even more dissatisfied with their current situation than Shepherd. But the idea could not be called a plan. It was more of an experiment with an uncertain outcome. And a dangerous experiment at that. They were to abandon their cloak, even make themselves known, destroy the first Orb ship to arrive in order to obtain some Orb corpses, and then disappear again as quickly as possible.
"That is not a plan," said Peraia. "How many times have we discussed this? What if they come in threes? You calculated yourself that we don't stand a chance against three ships. Why would they face us alone?"
"Because they underestimate us. The Orb are fifty to a hundred years ahead of us, and they know it. The difference is greater than between the Native Americans and the conquistadors back then. They will want to be the first to destroy us."
"But what if they don't? We have penetrated deep into their territory. That might make them think twice. They will wonder how we managed that. Maybe they will think that we have caught up technologically."
"We have planned for that. Their ships are only superior to ours because of the cloaking technology. We're going to take that advantage away from them by pulverizing an asteroid. Then we will go straight into the cloud of dust and ice it creates and let them come. If we can disable the cloak, we will take on three of them at once. The Persephone is not just any ship."
At least Shepherd was right about that. With her uncle's help, Peraia had upgraded the Persephone to the point where she could take on cruisers twice her size. But she was still as maneuverable as a ship of her own class. That was a real advantage.
"Nothing would be the same after that," she said. "They would come after us with everything they had. And they would never underestimate us again. Our advantage would be gone. Would it really be worth it to get a bit of dead tissue from an Orb's brain?"
"A live specimen would be better, of course," Shepherd said, waving his tweezers. "Then I could also calibrate the interface directly."
"What do you mean? You promised that all you needed to build an Orb computer interface was some brain matter."
"That's true. But I can't measure the potential on a dead brain. I couldn't calibrate the interface. We would have to postpone that until the first use. If I let it work at too low a voltage, we will hear nothing, and if the voltage is too high, it might fry the subject's brain. The Orb would probably see that as an aggressive act."
They certainly would. Peraia hoped for peaceful contact. Perhaps she was a little naïve, or so her sister had sometimes said, but she seriously believed she could bring the two species together in a common endeavor.
It had been the tree that her father had always shown her. They had looked up the hundred-yard-high trunk together. Her father, the Emperor, had drawn her attention to the fine, green glow, and only then had she seen it herself. It was as if you had to be initiated into the secrets of this plant before you could see it in its entirety. Even then, she had sensed that there was more to it. That there were mysteries surrounding the Saphyra that she had never even suspected. Secrets, but also promises, as it was perfectly clear that this tree was not a natural product of evolution, but the perfect combination of biological life and extraterrestrial technology. A combination that was so successful that the individual parts that made it up could no longer be identified.
Then there was the name of those who had given them the Saphyra. They were called the Preservers. Nothing else was known about them, except that they no longer existed. Had they left this universe voluntarily, perhaps after delivering their masterpiece with the Saphyra? Or had an unknown enemy destroyed them because they were capable of something as great as this marvel? Had they even destroyed themselves because they realized that they would never achieve such perfection again?
This version, which her brother, not her father, had told her about, was Peraia's favorite from the very beginning. It was beautiful and sad at the same time. Where was her family right now and how were they? Were they looking for her, or had they resigned themselves to her absence? She was particularly worried about Elayne, her sister.
"Is there anything else?" asked Shepherd. "With all due respect, I can't work with someone looking over my shoulder."
Aloisius sometimes did not behave quite as respectfully as he should towards the emperor's daughter. But he did not mean it that way.
"I'm not looking over your shoulder," she said.
"It feels like it, though."
"You asked me to visit. So, you were just indicating your desire to move on to Plan B?"
Shepherd scratched his head. Then his face brightened.
"No, there was something else. I constructed an Orb adapter."
"A what?"
"It's a kind of headband. When you put it on, you feel like you're an orb."
"But I remain a human."
"Yes, of course. I can't turn you into an Orb."
"And what good will the headband do me then?"
"You can empathize with them better. Maybe it will help you plan."
Shepherd rummaged in a drawer and pulled out a band of cloth with several cables wrapped around it.
"Here," he said.
Peraia lifted it over her head.
"No, not here. Test it at the command center. I've already lost enough time."
Aloisius had just been complaining that his working time was worth nothing. Suddenly it was expensive again.
"Should I report back then?" she asked.
"No. The band works. I have already tested it. It's yours."
"You don't want..."
"No, I don't."
"Good. Thank you."
Peraia had resolved never to stoop to his level, and so far, she had always succeeded. Shepherd didn't answer. She pocketed the headband and made her way to the control center.

"I'm back."
No one answered. That wasn't surprising. The crew was small. Those who were not busy working were asleep. She was alone, as she often was. Peraia didn't mind - she liked the solitude, especially when she could sit in front of the Persephone's huge main screen. She had positioned a group of microprobes around her hiding place so that she had a true all-round view. She didn't even need to try to see out of one of the portholes. She would only recognize the walls of the crater in which they had anchored the ship after the last jump. On the outside, the crater was sealed with a millimeter-thin wall that they had built up with the help of nanobots. They consistently conducted heat into the core of the asteroid. This made them invisible from the outside.
Even if someone were to precisely determine the magnetic field of the almost eighteen-mile-diameter lump, the Persephone would be mistaken for an iron-nickel deposit. She had already made sure of that during construction. Her uncle had been so worried when she had dispensed with carbon fiber and titanium construction elements. Saving money, girl? That's not necessary. Here, you can get whatever you need. But she had not been able to tell him what she really intended to do with the Persephone.
She took in the surroundings. The huge gas planet in whose orbit her asteroid was moving was full of cyclones and anticyclones. The storms were particularly frequent near the poles. There were a few flat rings at an angle to the ecliptic and the orbits of the moons. Kardaschenko had discovered that they consisted not only of dust and ice, but also contained tiny pieces of debris from spaceships. Apparently, a fierce war had raged in this system - about a million years ago. Did it have anything to do with the Preservers? For all they knew, the Orb civilization was not that old.
There were no inhabited planets in this system. Some of the crew therefore did not understand why they were being so cautious. But it was perfectly clear. With their jump, they had triggered a gravitational wave that could be measured over a large radius. Someone would check what had triggered it. Before they flew on, they had to wait for this inspection. They were already in the middle of an area where the Orb had colonized almost every rocky planet.
Peraia activated the logging function of the cameras around them and put on the headband. Nothing happened. She scanned it. There was a button above her right ear. She pressed it and was about to lean back comfortably when an unknown force made her jump up. The screen had turned into a mirror and showed her who she was: a powerful creature, almost twice the size of a human, with broad shoulders, a flat stomach and rather thin legs considering its dimensions. Her eyes were particularly impressive: oval and deep black, they shone with life.
Peraia breathed in deeply and felt her six breathing holes open and close. She turned around and took a few steps. It was harder than usual to keep her balance. She had always thought of herself as the horse in chess. Always on angled moves, but at a surprising pace on every square of the field. Now she was a rook. She only made progress step by step, but the squares she crossed were subsequently trampled flat.
She stopped, which was not easy given her mass and speed. Her legs kept buckling. But she had the feeling that she had better stretch them out. Peraia tried to bend over. This was also a new experience because her upper body was so heavy. She supported herself on the floor with her long arms to get back upright.
"Not so easy," she said, just to have said something.
It sounded like "tiriliridü". Birdsong? But that was not realistic. Apparently, Aloisius hadn't had enough data on the Orb's language. It was known that they spoke in whistling tones. Peraia ran back to her seat. Wait a minute. She could take a shortcut if she hopped over the back of the seat. Surely it couldn't be that hard? They had about half Earth gravity. She should be able to manage that. Peraia took a three-step run-up, jumped off - and got stuck with her feet so that she sailed head first to the other side. Thanks to half gravity, she was able to catch herself at least halfway elegantly.
"Haha."
It was Ruben who laughed at her. The physicist must have just arrived at headquarters.
"Don't laugh!"
Ruben was a dwarf. She stood far above him. She could wipe him out with a single arm movement.
"Are you exercising right now?" he asked. "But why not on the running track? You could have invited me."
Sometimes they ran the five- or ten-kilometer course together. Ruben usually invited her along, probably because he knew that intense training made her want to have sex. They weren't a couple, but sometimes they slept together. Peraia was not concerned whether the others knew about it.
"Exercise? What makes you think that?" she asked.
"The headband?"
She took it off and her body contracted to its usual size. She felt her shin. It must have been bruised.
"This is a new invention from our neurologist," she said, holding the tape out to Ruben.
He took it from her with his fingertips and smelled it. Ruben was very sensitive to smells, much more so than she was. But she probably hadn't contaminated it too much with sweat yet, so he was able to put it on.
Ruben began to stagger. She reached for his arm, but he slapped her hand away.
"Tirilireli," he said.
Peraia laughed.
"Don't laugh, you worm!" he said.
How had Aloisius managed that? Apparently, the influence of the headband not only virtually enlarged his own body, but also his ego. But how realistic was that? Did the Orb really see people as worms? It couldn't be ruled out, but Shepherd couldn't know for sure. As far as she knew, he had never been able to examine one.
Ruben took the headband off again and sat down.
"Aloisius definitely has too much time on his hands," he said. "Otherwise he wouldn't have been able to make up crap like this."
"You're not convinced?"
"Are you? It's pure fantasy and completely from the human perspective. We don't know how they think at all. Maybe they talk in mathematical formulas or in pictures."
"Formulas maybe, but images aren't specific enough for a technological civilization to get by with."
"You're forgetting the old Chinese written language," said Ruben. "It's still used today and consists of symbols."
"Okay, if you also consider standardized symbols to be images ... Then our letters are also images."
"You could see it that way. But I'm actually here for a different reason."
"You've found something?"
"Yes, I think the patrol is finally here that we have been waiting for so long. Shall we bring everyone here?"
"Why don't you show me what you've got first," said Peraia.
Ruben would be angry because he would think she did not trust him. But he was right. She really didn't trust him completely. Kardashenko was so impatient that he liked to see what he wanted to see. If certain readings could be interpreted in two ways, he would present the one he liked as correct.
"You don't trust me," he muttered.
"Yes, I do. I am just so curious that I cannot wait until everyone is here."
A white lie never hurt.
"All right."
He typed on the keyboard below the screen. The entire local solar system appeared. The orbits of all seven planets were drawn in, and the planets themselves could be seen as translucent circles. Just behind the largest planet, something protruded from a blinking dot that looked like a three-dimensional coordinate system. This was the interferometer with which they could measure the passage of gravitational waves. Nanomachines had constructed it for them. Despite an edge length of sixty miles, it had only taken them a week. This was also due to the fact that the strands were less than a millimeter thick. Otherwise, the existence of the instrument would have given them away.
Gravitational waves were their secret weapon against the Orb. It was the only way to hide a cloaked ship. Isolating it from radiation in all possible wavelengths was one of the Orb's specialties. But there were only two ways to hide a mass: you could sink it into a black hole - or you could make sure it didn't move. Both were impossible, so they were able to remove the cloaking from the Orb ships.
Kardaschenko had even refined this technology for them. His detectors could detect ships down to the mass of a shuttle. But they could not be transported, and the arrival of large masses quickly threw them out of sync. They would not work in battle.
"Where is it?" Peraia asked.
Ruben pressed a button and an oval outline emerged from the darkness. It was in the same orbit as them and the gas planet, but was rushing ahead of the planet.
"That's interesting," Peraia said. "They are sneaking up on the Trojans?"
"It looks that way," said Ruben. "There are a whole bunch of asteroids there anyway."
"Is that why the outline is so fuzzy?"
"Probably, yes."
"But if they chose this approach on purpose, it means they know where we are."
"Maybe they just suspect it," Ruben said. "I mean, we have arrived in this system. That is what they measured. It was closer to the sun, but they didn't find anything there. Where would you hide? Somewhere where the matter density is high. This is the ideal hiding place."
Damn. Ruben was right. Peraia hated to admit it, but by choosing the best hiding place, she had betrayed them. That was a serious mistake. They had been getting away with it for a year now. But that was because the Orb had always relied on their stealth and had refrained from sneaking up on them in this way. In the next system, she was no longer allowed to choose the best hiding place. At most the third best.
"I am afraid you are right," she said.
Ruben grinned. He really did not hear that phrase often. That was simply because it was usually Peraia who was right.
"What should we do?" he asked.
Peraia hesitated. The enemy knew where they were. But they did not know that they also knew where the enemy was. They had to use this advantage. The Orb had no better gravitational wave detectors than they did. This was due to the fundamental limitations of this method. If they were fast enough, they could surprise the enemy.
"How many ships do you think there are?" she asked.
"That's hard to say. The lower limit is one, the upper twenty-five. The asteroids around them distort the measurement."
"That is not helpful."
Ruben apologized, lowering his gaze. But she could answer her own question. If the enemy had a large fleet, they would not need to hide. So they were up against one ship, two at most. The high density of matter in the area had the advantage that the cloaking mechanism would be disrupted. A major advantage of the Orb would be eliminated.
"We will fly there and give them hell," she said.
"Do you think that's a good idea?"
"Yes. Then we will be in control. They will be surprised."
"More likely not. They will see us coming. We have no stealth technology."
That was true again. But Peraia wanted to do something. She was not so different from her crew after all. If the enemy noticed them, they could still return to their asteroid balloon.
"We will finish them off anyway. Maybe Aloisius will finally get his trophy. We need to find out more about them."
"Since when are we interested in the Orb? I believe this is about the Saphyra?"
Ruben was one of the few who was privy to her plans.
"We will not find the Saphyra if we cannot talk to them."
"You are right again," said Ruben.
She was glad to hear that.
"I will take care of the course," Peraia said.
She waved to the physicist, who left without another word. Things were getting serious. The risk of losing out in the upcoming encounter was significant. Peraia turned around once more. Ruben had reached the bulkhead to the lower level.
"Do you want to come to my cabin tonight?" she called after him.
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Warm water fell gently on her back. At half the weight of the earth, the drops were larger and at the same time gentler than she had remembered. The body memory was strange. Although she had been showering under these conditions for over a year now, she still knew the effect of a shower on earth very well. Back then, one servant or other had showered her until she had become aware of her own nakedness at some point. She must have been around six or seven years old at the time. From then on, she had taken care of her own personal hygiene.
Ruben had already left. Peraia thought back to the encounter in her bedroom as she carefully cleaned herself. At first, she had clearly been more in the mood than he was. It was probably because he was also sleeping with Monica Heynes, the xenobiologist. Peraia did not mind. None of this was binding. If she were to follow her father as regent at some point, it would be over with the criminal Kardashenko anyway. She would marry a respectable man who was a pillar of the empire. For the physical side, she would have to find a steady lover who had been thoroughly checked out by the secret service. He would have to agree to have a killswitch installed in his memory so that all memories of his time with the Empress could be erased in the event of a break-up.
Peraia laughed. The Empire was such a liar! She would never follow her father. Her brother was better suited to the task. She loved her freedom far too much. She had also known how to fuel Ruben's interest, so much so that in the end it had been him who could not get enough. But she would decide when it was over. That had been her ironclad belief since she was a child. She liked to be stimulated by others, to play, to scuffle, to read, to argue. But she decided when it was over. Strangely enough, no one had ever discussed it, at least not as far as she could remember. Ruben had also thrown in the towel and left with a smile and a glorious erection.
Was it because of her inherent authority? Or was it borrowed from her father's status? That was a question to which she always found different answers, depending on how she was feeling at the time.
She turned off the water and stood under the air jet. The warm air dried her body within a few seconds. Peraia left the shower room. In the dressing room behind it, she met Monica, the xenobiologist. She unabashedly scrutinized the captain's body, and Peraia felt like a particularly splendid specimen of an alien animal species. Monica was about to start describing her special characteristics scientifically. Or did she want to see for herself what Ruben saw in her? She had never spoken to Monica about how she felt about the three-way relationship, but the xenobiologist had never sought to discuss it either.
"I wanted to talk to you about the assignment," the visitor said after Peraia had put on a bra, panties and blouse, leaving Monica to finish her visual inspection.
"'Assignment'?"
Was this supposed to be about Ruben after all?
"I'm talking about the Orb bodies," Monica said.
"What bodies?"
"We are flying to an asteroid group where an Orb ship is hiding to destroy that ship, aren't we? Destroyed ships often contain damaged or dead specimens of the life forms that built the ship."
Heynes spoke of the dead Orb like a couple of rats that had died when the ship lost its atmosphere. Peraia didn't like that. Intelligent creatures deserved respect, and the Orb were certainly intelligent creatures, even if they were hostile. And unfortunately, they were indeed hostile. Couldn't they just greet each other and exchange addresses and news? But it was not going to work like that. In fact, Heynes was right. They would find dead Orb. Or the Orb would find dead humans. The welcome party was canceled before it had begun.
"Aloisius has already asked to get these bodies first."
"He's waiting outside," Monica said. "Probably didn't dare go into the changing room." She winked at her. "But my research is probably more important. We need to find out what social structures they have, how they reproduce, what they feed on, what motivates them. That sort of thing."
"And you want to elicit all that from a corpse?"
"Yes, that is what I want. We don't even know what sex they are, or which sexes they are. So much can be deduced from that!"
"Aloisius promises that with his help we could learn to talk to them. That would be a real breakthrough."
"Has he started his sequestration nanonics again? I think that's extremely unethical. Which crew member are you going to ..."
Oh, the sequestration nanonics. Shepherd had served time for this on the Kolassi penal colony. He had tried to merge the brains of two humans into one, which one of them could control alone with the help of a special neural computer. Courts were usually on the side of researchers when judging experiments on humans, because scientific progress was seen as essential to be able to beat the Orb at some point. But the idea that a single person could one day control the population of an entire planet with Shepherd's invention had frightened the lay jury.
"Don't worry. There will be no sequestration nanonics on my ship. Aloisius has shown me how he wants to proceed. All he needs is as much brain matter as possible. And it has to be fresh so he can extract their thoughts. Memories decay very quickly. That is why he needs the corpses first."
"What use are the thoughts of aliens to us? I don't even understand my cat's thoughts."
"Aloisius believes that he can calibrate them based on the events that took place before and that we witnessed. But he needs as many of them as possible."

"Is anything happening yet?" asked Peraia.
The small management crew of Monica, Ruben and Aloisius had gathered in front of the large screen in the control center and were shaking their heads, but without a common beat. Ruben gave her an amorous look. He wasn't serious, Peraia was quite aware of that, but it still felt good.
The xenobiologist and the neurologist were sitting with their backs to each other. They must have just had a brief and heated argument. Peraia could smell the smoke from their colts. But maybe it was the life support problem that had been a recurring problem for a few weeks. She rolled her eyes in annoyance.
"Weren't you going to take care of that, Ruben?"
She pointed upwards to the life support outlet.
"I did. But it's going to happen again. The Persephone simply isn't made for such a long deployment. You would have to refurbish the life support, but that would mean shutting it down."
"Unfortunately, that is out of the question at the moment," said Peraia.
"Maybe the problem will solve itself," said Ruben, pointing to the accumulation of dust and ice that was already growing considerably in front of the gas planet.
"We can easily deal with one or two ships," said Peraia.
"I'm afraid I have to correct my estimate from yesterday," said the physicist. "The closer we get, the better I can calculate the models. At the moment, five ships are the most likely."
"Then we should abandon the attempt," Monica said. "It's not worth it."
"I'm against aborting it, at least for now," Aloisius explained. "All we have to do is shoot one of their ships to pieces. Then we'll recover two or three bodies and escape."
That was a typical Shepherd idea. Aloisius was often so enthusiastic about his own ideas that he underestimated the adversities involved. This was not how a confrontation with the Orb would go. Once the first shot had been fired, they would have to fight to the bitter end. The others certainly realized that too, so Peraia said nothing.
"Look, here," Ruben said in her place. "I've got something."
He zoomed into the picture with a few gestures. The image began to blur. They were probably not yet close enough to get sharp images at this resolution.
"The movement in the picture doesn't come from the blur," Ruben explained. "Or to be more precise, it has nothing to do with the optical resolution. Our instruments simply respond too slowly."
"That means something is really moving?" asked Peraia.
"Yes, the whole structure is rotating."
"Is that not to be expected?"
"Yes and no," replied Ruben. "We are looking at a Lagrange point here, where the gravitational forces of the gas planet and the sun balance each other out. However, they are not completely stable, which is why the bodies there usually move in complicated orbits around the Lagrange point. So a little movement is normal."
"But the asteroids normally orbit for themselves," says Aloisius.
"Exactly," says Ruben. "That's why things are usually pretty chaotic at a Lagrange point. That's not the case here. Something is orchestrating the paths. At least that's what it looks like."
"Could it be coincidence?" asked Peraia.
"I cannot rule it out. If the point is very stable and a very heavy object strayed there a long time ago, it could have influenced the other objects. But I have never seen anything like it."
"Then it must have been the Orb," Monica said. "Remember, they are still way ahead of us."
Ruben shook his head. "I don't think an effect like that can be created artificially."
"Still, we should exercise caution and not get any closer," Monica said.
The xenobiologist wasn't actually afraid. Something seemed to be bothering her about their goal.
"Please, Peraia, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity," Ruben said.
He batted his long, dark eyelashes. Sometimes he seemed almost feminine. That was something that attracted Peraia in a strange way, and Monica too, it seemed. He could not influence her with it, and he knew that. If it was necessary, if he turned out to be a traitor, she would execute him without hesitation. She had learned that as the emperor's daughter. One must not be afraid to get one's hands dirty if necessary.
"It could be a new physical phenomenon," Ruben continued. "We really need to take a close look at it."
That was an argument, though. They had ventured into the Orb sector to take science a big step forward. Then they could not turn a blind eye if there was something to discover.
Peraia nodded. "We will stay on course."

The following hours were restless. Mainly because the image on the screen just would not come into focus. After a while, Ruben left the control center without comment. Peraia watched the ball of dust and ice spinning before her eyes with increasing fascination. Were there really Orb ships hiding in there? She was not a physicist, but the movement now seemed so violent to her that either an entire Orb fleet must have been the cause or a previously unknown phenomenon.
"We should have a little firework display now," said Aloisius.
"Excuse me?"
Peraia straightened up in her chair and looked at the neurologist. He looked very composed.
"I explained it to you." She loved that annoyed tone. "To be able to calibrate the recorded thoughts, I need clues based on reality. If we launch a torpedo and they detect it, then we have implanted a thought that I can retrieve later."
"But if we shoot wildly, not only do we let our guard down," Monica said, "but we also draw their attention to us."
"If they are in there, they will have noticed us anyway," said Aloisius. "So we might as well give them a little show. If I were them, I wouldn't leave this perfect hiding place. It's the best surprise factor you can imagine."
"I'm still against it," Monica defended herself. "If only because of the waste of resources. We only have a certain amount of torpedoes, and we should save them for real opponents."
"Monica's right about that," said Peraia. "We could play with the laser guns a bit, though. Do you think they would notice?"
"Only if we hit something," said Aloisius.
"And if they feel provoked by it and attack us after all?" asked Monica.
"Then I will leave you the first Orb corpse for your investigations. Is that a deal?"
Monica smiled. At that moment, Peraia saw through the xenobiologist. She had gotten her way after all. Peraia laughed briefly. Anyone who underestimated Monica Heynes was making a big mistake. It was good that she had convinced her to go on this journey with her.

"Fire!" Peraia ordered.
The two forward guns searched for the target, a small asteroid, found it in less than a second and triggered a high-energy laser pulse. The shot was invisible, fast as light and silent. The ship made a sound and a flash for clarification, rushing to the target on the screen and obliterating it. Visual confirmation came immediately. The asteroid had turned into a cloud, slowly drifting apart.
"Fire!"
The second target was slightly larger. After the shot, it disintegrated into two halves.
"Fire!"
The third object seemed unimpressed at first.
"Did we miss it?" asked Peraia.
"I don't think so," reported the weapons control officer, who had joined in from the firing turret.
That's when it happened. They watched live as the asteroid broke in two. A cloud of dust spread out here too.
"That will have to do," said Peraia.
"Oh no!" exclaimed Aloisius. "I only get proper statistics after twenty attempts."
"You now have three events to calibrate. That will have to do," said Peraia.
"Thanks for the Orb corpse," said Monica.
"That's not how it was meant to be," said Aloisius.
"We wait and see what happens first," said Peraia. "Weapons control, stay on standby."
She thought of Monica's warning. What if the shots had really alerted their enemies to them? They had to be careful. Peraia rocked in her chair.
But nothing happened. The two-part asteroid went on its way as the two parts stayed close together. The cloud of dust had almost dissipated.
"You see, they are not interested." said Aloisius. "Can we move on then?"
A bulkhead clanged shut. Peraia turned around. Ruben came back. He pressed his lips together and looked indecisive. She had never seen him like that before. She saw him reach for the back of his seat and jerk back again. He could not even decide whether he should sit down or stand still, let alone whether he should say something or not.
This was her moment. Peraia had always been good at getting others to make the decision she wanted in a way that did not automatically feel like coercion.
"I would love to hear what you found out," she said.
"I..."
Ruben faltered. He reached for the backrest, folded it up and sat down. It worked after all!
'I ...' he started again.
Take your time.
"I found something in the data that seems very strange to me," he said.
"What is it?" asked Peraia. "More Orb ships?"
"I now think that there are no Orb ships in the Lagrange point at all."
"That would be a shame," said Aloisius.
"Then it is a trap, correct?" asked Peraia. "They have hidden somewhere else and want to lure us there."
She scanned the image on the screen for possible hiding places they had not thought of yet.
"No, that's not it either," said Ruben.
"It's just a Lagrange point full of boulders, dust and ice. No one wants to hide in a junk room like that," Monica said.
Ruben laughed. This time he batted his eyelashes in Monica's direction. Peraia felt a slight twinge in her chest but ignored it.
"No, it's a bit more interesting," Ruben said.
"Spit it out already," Aloisius said. "If I had been so coy about every one of my discoveries..."
"The problem is that I can't make up my mind," said Ruben.
"That's nothing new with you," said Monica and grinned suggestively.
"You don't have to decide," said Peraia, followed by a short pause. "Just tell us what you came up with."
"Whatever is in the Lagrange point is bloody heavy," said Ruben.
"So it's more like 25 ships after all? Why were you unable to see that before?" asked Aloisius.
"It's a lot more than 25 Orb battleships," said Ruben. "The problem is that the gravitational forces cancel each other out at the Lagrange point. I can't calculate the force effect on the gas planet because it's canceled out by the sun. And we lost the gravitational wave detector when we left our hiding place."
"Good, so we have a very heavy object ahead of us," said Peraia. "Anything else? What is it made of?"
"That's the question I can't decide how to answer," said the physicist. "I'm considering two options. Number one - it's simply a very, very heavy asteroid. But then it should have deposited the dust from the bubble around it on its surface long ago. Number two - we have found a supply of dark matter."
"What?" asked Monica. "But we don't even know what...?"
"You are absolutely right. We have no idea what it could be. But I have tried everything to trigger an interaction. Nothing. The thing cannot be influenced by us. But it obeys the gravity of the gas planet and its sun. So it meets all the criteria for dark matter."
"Which is not particularly difficult," said Peraia. "There are only two: it is not like anything we know, and it only interacts with gravity."
How old could this definition of dark matter be? 400 years? Probably older, assuming that the Orb had not yet discovered its true nature.
"I'm just an amateur in physics," said Aloisius. "But it sounds to me like we have a unique opportunity. Or has anyone ever found such a concentrated supply of it?"
"No," said Ruben. "We have rough maps of its distribution in the universe, but the density is probably too low to collect any of it."
"Good. Then we will get a portion of it," said Aloisius, "examine the sample and get a place in the history books."
"I was thinking along those lines, too." said Ruben. "But there's a small problem - we cannot simply pour the dark matter into a test tube with a spoon. It doesn't interact with the ordinary world. It's like trying to eat soup with a fork."
"If the soup is thick enough, it will work," Monica said. "Can't we boil it down a little?"
Ruben shook his head. "This soup is never thick enough."
"And what about gravity?" asked Peraia. "You said that..."
"We can't prevent ourselves from interacting with it via gravity, but for that to be useful in any way, we would have to be much heavier."
"How much heavier?" asked Aloisius.
"A small black hole in the cargo hold would help."
"Okay, the way you describe it, we have no chance of investigating the dark matter," Peraia summarized. "Then we should save ourselves the time and jump to the next system. I would love to find a Saphyra that we can investigate."
Supposedly, there was a planet somewhere in Orb territory where entire forests of Saphyra grew. Maybe it was just a legend or a pipe dream, but if it existed, Peraia would find it.
"I have another idea," said Ruben. "If the dark matter won't come to us, then we will come to it. Its density must be so high at the Lagrange point that we might be able to track it down there."
"How dangerous is that?" asked Peraia.
She had to protect the ship. It was the only way to get back home, and she definitely wanted to. She had not undertaken this journey to escape her former life. Well, maybe a little. In any case, she was in no hurry to get home. In her mind, her brother had long since been appointed Emperor, and she was nothing more and nothing less than the Emperor's somewhat whimsical sister, who, like her uncle Jurgan, would have all the freedom she needed to lead her life in a small solar system far from the major trade routes.
"It probably looks more dangerous than it is," Ruben said and pressed a few buttons until the image on the screen changed.
All Peraia could see now was a huge vortex rotating in an anti-clockwise direction. Every now and then, lightning flashed. The vortex was probably made of dust that accumulated static electricity. The lightning was no problem for the Persephone. But the great kinetic energy of the dust filled her with fear. Or rather, respect. If they had to swim against the current in this vortex, it would grind off all their protruding antennae within minutes. They would go blind.
But no one could force them to move against the current. If they guided the ship into the vortex fast enough, the dust particles would only have low relative velocities. They would not even need fuel, as the mass of the dark matter inside would apparently force everything in their vicinity into orbit.
"The flashes look murderous," Monica said.
"Their energy is not very high," said Ruben. "The density is so high that the potential always discharges quickly."
"Suggestion: we fly in with a shuttle," said Peraia. "If you prefer a safe distance, stay in the Persephone. That way we won't risk all our measuring instruments. The abrasion from the dust should be the biggest problem."
"As always, you have the best ideas," said Ruben.
This time the batting of the eyelashes was directed at her again. For a tiny moment, she felt triumph.
"And where do I get an Orb corpse now?" asked Aloisius.
"I am sorry," said Peraia, "but you will probably have to wait until the next system."

The shuttle shook as it was caught in the vortex's tail. A shiver ran down Peraia's spine. Perhaps they should have slept on this plan for another night. She had felt protected in the Persephone. In the shuttle, however, she was exposed to the universe.
"It looks good," Monica said. "Don't worry about it."
She had a good point. She was sitting in the Persephone, just like Aloisius. Both had made use of her suggestion to stay away from the little excursion. Ruben had told her in private that he was glad about it. At least we won't have to listen to any clever advice. Peraia, however, liked to listen to advice from her crew members. At least there was a stable radio connection.
"I'm turning the vessel now," said Peraia.
She was at the helm. Peraia was a good pilot, so Ruben had more time for his research. They had spent most of the preparation time bringing measuring equipment on board the shuttle. Ruben really wanted to get to the bottom of the mystery of dark matter.
The correction engine responded immediately to their input. The shuttle turned so that the main engine was pointing in the direction of flight. Peraia fired a short impulse with it. The vessel braked. She was not allowed to brake too hard so that the relative speed of the dust did not become too great. The vessel slid into a new, lower orbit, where she repeated the process. They rubbed into the skin of the vortex very slowly, with small corrections that took them deeper step by step.
If Ruben was right, the density of the dust would eventually stagnate and even decrease. When that time came, they would have reached the Dark Matter region. Peraia imagined the atmosphere there to be strange. There still had to be a vortex. Only it wasn't made of dust, but of dark matter particles, billions of which flowed through their bodies without them noticing.
There must be a very peaceful atmosphere down there. But it was not yet that time.
"I am starting the next stage," she announced.
"Can't we go a little faster?"
It was the first time she had seen Ruben impatient. He was usually patience personified. She thought of how he had driven her mad a few nights ago until she had finally had enough, and how he had repeatedly cast out the fishing line of his gravitational wave detector to catch any visitors.
Peraia granted him his wish. She braked a little harder than before. The hull howled. Peraia was startled.
"It's just vibrations building up," said Ruben. "Nothing to worry about."
"Like a singer shattering a glass?"
"Something like that."
"And that's nothing to worry about?"
"The shuttle can take it, and more."
That was a provocation. Peraia pushed the accelerator forward. She knew what was coming and had clawed her way into her seat, but Ruben groaned. That's what he got. The vibrations actually stopped, though. They started again when she pulled back the lever. Suddenly an alarm sounded. One of the antennas had been torn off. Peraia slowed the shuttle down so that it was once again floating in the stream of dust.
"Monica, can you hear us?" she tested the connection.
"Loud and clear." came the reply.
It was Monica's voice, but it sounded higher than usual.
"You don't have to worry about us," said Peraia. "We've only lost one antenna, so I wanted to see if we could still get through."
"I wasn't afraid either until just now," Monica said, still sounding a little squeaky. "What about the antenna?"
"We have plenty of spare antennas. I must have slowed down a bit overconfidently."
"Please be careful, Peraia."
"All you want is for me to bring Ruben back."
"That would be a plus," Monica said. "But without you, we wouldn't be able to return home."
Monica was right. Even if they found their way back, their father would severely punish anyone he could hold responsible for their disappearance. It wasn't personal. As Emperor, he had to assert himself or he would lose his power, and chaos in the Empire would only serve the Orb.
"We will be back," Peraia said.
"If not, we'll come for you."
Monica ended the connection. It was a good feeling. There was no way the crew would let her go down here. The motives behind it were none of her business.
"It's a strange one, this vortex," said Ruben.
"What is it?"
"The density is not decreasing like I thought it would."
"Is that a problem?"
"It will just take us a little longer to reach the layers where I can study the dark matter."
"We have time."
That was not quite right. There was a certain risk of an Orb ship flying into the local system. Then the Persephone would have to hide - if it noticed the visitor in time.
"We don't have forever, I know," said Ruben.
"At least we are now reasonably sure that no Orb fleet is hiding here."
"I still can't rule that out with complete certainty. Our instruments still don't go very deep. There's a lot going on here. Much more than you would expect from a Lagrange point."
Peraia became restless. It sounded as if Ruben's thoughts were moving in a completely different direction, as if he no longer believed it was dark matter.
"What do you mean? Do you have any suspicions?" she asked.
"I'm not sure yet. You know that feeling when a realization starts to build up in the back of your mind? You can't grasp it yet, but something comes, and you're sure it's going to blow your mind."
Peraia nodded. She knew the feeling. It was anything but pleasant.
"Shuttle 7 to Persephone, are you all right?"
"Everything's fine," Aloisius reported.
His voice also sounded distorted. The baritone had become a tenor. Was it interference that was disrupting the radio link?
"But we are worried about you. The connection seems to be exceptionally bad, although according to my data you haven't sunk that low."
"Bad? What do you mean?"
"You sound as low as a bear after hibernation."
"I have never spoken to a bear after hibernation," she joked, "but I know what you mean. How low do you see us?"
They compared the orbit data. The result was inconclusive. The shuttle's systems indicated a much greater depth than the radar readings from the Persephone.
"Can you explain that to me, Ruben?" asked Peraia.
"I'm running a diagnostic right now," said the physicist. "No, it's not the instruments."
"I can rule that out for the Persephone too," said Aloisius.
"Two functioning measuring instruments clearly diverge in the same situation. There can only be one cause," said Ruben.
The physicist did not miss the opportunity to take an art break. Peraia indulged him.
"Out with it." said Aloisius.
Ruben must have wanted to hear that, because he immediately continued. "That means we're in a relativistic regime. Our movement is no longer determined by classical physics, but by Einstein's theory of general relativity."
"But how can that be?" asked Peraia. "Surely we are not moving that fast? Would we not have to be close to the speed of light for that?"
"You're referring to special relativity. We don't need that. What plays a role for us is a large mass in close proximity."
"Is that why you sound so muffled?" asked Aloisius.
"The wavelengths of the radio link are shifting."
"Is it dangerous?" asked Peraia.
"Not directly," said Ruben.
"Indirectly?"
"Large masses are not dangerous in themselves. They have an enormous gravitational effect because they create a gravitational sink. But as long as we're fast enough, they won't suddenly pull us in and swallow us up."
That only partially reassured her. When she thought of large masses, she always thought of black holes. And they were known as huge vacuums that sucked up everything they could get a hold of.
"But we are not orbiting a black hole?" she asked.
"I'm still thinking of dark matter. Since it only interacts via gravity, it can theoretically form enormous agglomerations. Even if this has never been observed."
"But then it's not very likely," she objected.
"The fact that a physically possible phenomenon has never been observed doesn't change its existence. And of course, it's all the more important that we look into it."
Peraia sighed. She should have let Ruben fly alone. But it increased his chances if they piloted the shuttle together.
"Aloisius? You could calculate an escape orbit that would get us out of this gravity well as quickly as possible."
Aloisius gave no answer.
"Monica? Are you there?"
The connection seemed to be active. The carrier signal was on. But nothing was coming through. Damn. Peraia slammed her fist on the back of the chair, but immediately regretted it. It did not suit her. She would find a way out.
"Don't worry," Ruben said. "There's nothing to stop us getting out of here the same way we came in."
"Then let's give it a try."
"A little patience," said Ruben. "It can't be long now before we get to see the dark matter."
"To see?"
"Well, we will see that we see nothing. I imagine it's like swimming in a whirlpool with no air or water in it. Nothing at all. A whirlpool of nothing. Not really nothing, of course. We just see nothing."
Was it possible that the physicist had just been a little ... seduced by his dreams of discovery? A little closer, a little deeper, until it was too late? The devil was probably tempting the physicists with great discoveries. What would he lure her with? With world peace? With progress and a good life for all? As Empress, she would gain the greatest possible human power, but it would not be nearly enough to fulfill this dream.
"We should make sure it's not too late..."
Another warning signal. No, there were two at the same time. Firstly, the density had increased disproportionately. Secondly, the radiation meter had reacted. They had reached an area of intense radiation. Hadn't Ruben predicted the opposite? She looked over at him, but he still seemed to be dreaming of the holy grail. Peraia leaned forward and corrected course. The shuttle reacted immediately. First it turned so that it could accelerate. Then the main engine kicked in. It ran smoothly. What luck! Her greatest fear had been that the engine might have suffered damage.
"What are you doing?" asked Ruben.
He sounded indignant, like a little boy whose toy had been taken away.
"I'm getting us out of here. It doesn't make any sense any more. The density is increasing all the time, even by leaps and bounds."
"Maybe it's just a particularly dense layer. There must be dark matter underneath."
"And the radiation?"
"Radiation? What radiation?"
Ruben's gaze swept across the screen and caught on a value highlighted in red. He turned pale. His lips looked almost white.
"You were right," he whispered. "Shit."
"It's not so bad. It's the dose rate. It's the dose that counts. Dose is power times time, I learned that in my pilot training."
"Fuck the radiation. It's just a symptom."
"A symptom?"
"A marker, whatever you want."
"But for what?"
What was Ruben talking about? He seemed to have suddenly realized a great danger.
"We're in orbit around a black hole. The radiation tells us that we've entered the accretion disk."
Now it was out. Peraia was strangely reassured. She knew that black holes were not actually gigantic vacuums. What most people thought about them was wrong. They were just holes in space-time.
"I'm sorry," Ruben said. "But I think it's good that you're staying so calm. There's really no point in getting upset now."
That was not what she wanted to hear from a physicist.
"We are getting out of here, right?"
"Probably eventually, yes. We still have enough fuel, don't we?"
She checked the display. The engine had used considerably more to ascend than it had needed to descend. That was not good.
"I'm not sure," she said.
"Well, it doesn't matter," said Ruben.
"What do you mean? Can you be less cryptic for once? Physicist!"
"Time is the problem."
"Are we in a hurry?"
"It passes much more slowly here, near the event horizon, than outside. I should have noticed when their voices changed. But I was so focused on the dark matter."
"You could have noticed?"
Peraia stood up. She had an urgent need to punch Ruben. Her fists clenched as if of their own accord. But knowing him, he would not fight back. It was no fun giving a defenseless man a beating.
"Yes, the shift in wavelengths ... But it could have come from the dark matter. Any large mass causes something like that. And so far we don't know of any black holes that fit into a Lagrange point. Our star formation models don't allow for something like that."
"Now we know they exist, but no one else will know," said Peraia. "Let's try to make it out anyway. Monica and Aloisius are waiting for us."
"I don't think they are still waiting for us. They're probably already twenty years older than when we last spoke. By the time we get outside, they will be long dead. If they are smart, they will have set off on their return journey years ago."
They certainly wouldn't have. The Persephone must not come home without the Emperor's daughter. That was certain.
"Come on, let's at least try," Peraia said. "We owe it to them. I bet they have not given up on us."
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The dust was the enemy. They had chosen the Lagrange point because they thought it was their friend. It was supposed to prevent the Orb spaceships from benefiting from their cloaking technology. But that had been a mistake. There were no Orb here. They were smart enough not to approach the hidden black hole. This system was probably marked with a big red X on all their star charts, which meant: "Do not enter, danger to life!". If the color red had a warning function for them, and if they used X symbols to mark something. Neither was very likely. For all they knew, the Orb communicated with a mixture of whistles and telepathy.
Peraia laughed. If Aloisius had heard her thoughts, he would have scolded her. Telepathy did not exist for a scientist. Thought transference, yes. But this was something completely different. If she stared at a point on the wall, Ruben noticed this and began to search the wall for the target of her attention, then a thought transfer had taken place. When they talked, thoughts were constantly switching in both directions. Even if Ruben only heard the sound of her fingers tapping on the console, there was a thought transfer.
"Can you stop that, please?" he asked.
I know you're nervous, but the activity it triggers just adds to my own nervousness. Distract yourself in another way. The thought reached her acoustically. No telepathy. Surely it was the same with the Orb. They just had to find out on which frequencies, with which coding and in which carrier medium the thought transmission took place. Monica wanted to dissect an Orb for this purpose. Aloisius planned to clarify this with the help of experiments on his brain.
"Peraia? Please."
She clasped her hands together. Had Monica and Aloisius already determined the mechanism? How much time must have passed between them? It was impossible to estimate from the inside. They did not know the mass of the black hole. They had no idea how large its event horizon was or how close they had really come to it. Peraia's gut feeling told her that they had only just missed the area of no return. But this feeling had no factual basis. Ruben had no ideas about it either.
She floated through the corridors of Persephone. They were endless, as if the ship had been expanded to ten times its original size in her absence. Finally, the control center. Peraia pushed open the bulkhead. The air smelled stale. Old. Ancient. She recognized Monica's long, blonde hair falling over the back of her seat. Peraia pushed herself off and flew to her. Monica was dead. Only her skeleton was left. It stared out of empty eyes at a book it held in its hands. Even the hair was still there. It hung loosely from the skull. She found another tuft in the pubic area. When she pulled on it, it came loose. It looked like a small toupee.
"Hey, what are you doing?" Monica asked in Ruben's voice.
Peraia was startled. Someone was patting her cheeks. She opened her eyes. Ruben's face was so close to hers that she was startled. Flinching, she hit the back of her head on a handle attached to the ceiling. Ouch. Now she was awake again.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"You've been sleepwalking again," Ruben replied.
The thought reached her even before Ruben had spoken it. She looked down. Her blanket was crumpled up on the bed.
"I'm sorry," she said.
"It looked like you wanted to open the bulkhead."
"Oh."
It was not the first time she had sleepwalked, but so far she had not done anything stupid in the process. Peraia looked at herself. She was wearing a thick top, made of a fleece-like fabric, and comfortable underpants. Her sleeping clothes. Her legs were quick to sweating and her upper body was freezing. They had tried to make love earlier, but it hadn't worked. It had been an attempt to break the isolation. But everyone died on their own. The end was not something they could experience together.
"You should fasten your seatbelt before you fall asleep," Ruben said.
He was right, but she had not wanted to sleep at all. What had she been thinking about? About telepathy. Orb communication. Humans were strange. Knew nothing about how they communicated with their own kind, but wanted to understand the process with an alien species of all things. Ruben held out his hand to her. Thought transference. He pulled her down to her cot and pointed to the harness. She put it on. They hadn't exchanged a word, but he smiled in thanks.

The roar of the main engine woke them up. They had programmed it to start automatically when the temperature of the outer skin dropped below 500 Kelvin. It then accelerated the shuttle until the bow reached the tolerance limit. They did not use the values in the manual. They had added another 50 percent. By the time they made it out, the shuttle would no longer be usable.
But that was not important. The Persephone had even more shuttles. Peraia had to think about her dream. She shook her head. It was not a certainty. They had no idea how much time had really passed in orbit around the Lagrange point. Maybe it had only been a few days.
"Shall we eat something?" asked Ruben.
He was one of the good guys. He had taken over the initiative that Peraia had lost. He behaved like a father, took care of her, reminded her of her needs. That was probably why the sex hadn't worked out. She shook her head.
"I'm not hungry."
"You haven't eaten since yesterday. That weakens your body. You still need it."
Peraia listened to her inner voice. Her stomach was calm. That was unusual. Normally, it would announce itself right on time for every meal. If she didn't exercise for at least an hour a day, she would inevitably put on weight. But now her stomach had also lost the initiative. What would happen if she filled it anyway?
Ruben handed her a cookie with nuts. The packet crackled as he closed it again. It was her favorite brand - which was not surprising. Persephone's stores were filled with all her favorite brands. That was the prerogative of the Emperor's daughter. She was surprised that Ruben had taken some of it with him. Mind transference or telepathy?
She took the cookie from him and bit into it. A few crumbs leapt from her lips and drifted away weightlessly. Only then did she realize that the drive had switched off again. Peraia chewed the morsel. There were two half hazelnuts underneath - they had a great roasted flavor. She swallowed the soft mass.
An alarm sounded. It was a proximity alarm. Something had gotten in their way. Peraia swallowed and immediately coughed. No one slapped her on the back to relieve her. Ruben was already bent over the keyboard. Data scrolled across the screen so fast she could not make it out as the coughing fit retreated. It brought out the initiative she had been missing.
"What is it?" she asked.
It was probably an asteroid. They were still near the Lagrange point, and they had not come close to a single asteroid yet. That was a miracle in itself. Or maybe not. Presumably the black hole had crumbled them into crumbs and dust over the millennia with its gravity, which were now circling in the accretion disk to feed the black hole, as Ruben had tried to do with her. So the asteroid must be as fresh as the half hazelnut in the cookie.
Suddenly she had an appetite again. Saliva ran down her throat.
"It's the Persephone," said Ruben.
Peraia choked again on her own saliva.
"What...?" she coughed, "... did you say?"
Suddenly Monica appeared on the screen in front of her chairs. She moved her mouth, but nothing could be heard.
"Wait, I have to synchronize something. Apparently the clock of our computer systems has become misaligned."
Monica seemed to repeat the sentence. Peraia tried to read her lips. Persephone to shuttle, please report. Hmm, that was a standard phrase Monica would never use after an experience like that. She zoomed in on her face and could not stop herself from looking for wrinkles. Her hair had grown longer. She thought about the toupee and smiled. Monica interrupted the sentence she was inaudibly uttering and smiled back. Thought transference. Now it was suddenly working again. We are so happy to see you. We are bringing you...
"... finally found you! We are so relieved! We'll bring you in soon."
Ah, Ruben had managed it. A request appeared on the screen from the Persephone's ship's control to take control of the dinghy. Peraia approved it. How on earth had they tracked them down? In the wild vortex that the accretion disk was driving, it must have been almost hopeless. Peraia had so many questions. But she could ask them when she was finally back on board.
"Peraia? Has your life support failed?" Monica asked.
"Why? No."
"You seem to be hot..."
"Oh."
She was still only wearing underpants. Peraia gathered her things and got ready to change.

"It was Aloisius' idea," said Monica.
The four of them floated in the control center. Instead of strapping themselves to the couches in a civilized manner, they flew under the ceiling as a living ball after all the mutual embraces, talking, laughing again and again and convincing themselves that they were still the same.
"You will have to explain," said Peraia.
"I'm very curious too," said Ruben.
"The magnetic field gave you away," explained Aloisius. "I'm not the physicist here, but you learn the good old Lorentz's rule in physics, and I hadn't forgotten it. Your movement in the field induced a current, which in turn generated a magnetic field that was directed in the opposite direction to the cause. I was able to measure a periodic weakening of the resulting field."
"That was a feat of physics," said Ruben.
Such praise from a Kardashenko - Aloisius actually blushed. It was the first time Peraia had seen him do that, probably because his skin color normally hid it. He must have been very flattered indeed.
"Thank you, thank you."
Aloisius turned away. Was there a glint in his eye? Monica's make-up was clearly smudged, and Peraia had also shed a few tears. Hopefully they did not float into any fan vents of sensitive electronics.
"Then this black hole must have an extremely weak magnetic field," said Ruben. "Of course it does!" He smacked his forehead. "If it were stronger, I would have noticed what was waiting for us much sooner. It must be rotating amazingly slowly."
"Why is that amazing?" asked Peraia.
"Normally, black holes form after a supernova of their parent star. In the process, they also take over its angular momentum. You know the image of the figure skater who puts his arms to his body to gain speed. Now the black hole is much smaller than the former star, so it has pulled its arms extremely strongly towards itself."
"Then this specimen must have been created in a different way," said Peraia.
"That's right. It could be from the primeval age of the cosmos. Or it escaped from the Orb during an experiment that went wrong. Who knows? That's why I would love to investigate it a little more."
"That's out of the question," said Peraia. "We have to get out of here as quickly as possible."
"Peraia is right. It's not safe here," Monica said. "The dust... we've lost some antennas and measuring instruments. That's why we could not contact you sooner."
"I had the impression that the communication was disturbed by the relativistic time dilation," said Ruben. "The mass of the black hole slowed down time," he added, apparently because Monica's look expressed incomprehension.
"I've already compared the times on board," said Aloisius. "It's not that bad. We're only a year and three months ahead of you."
They had lost a bloody fifteen months. It was unbelievable. Or had they really? She and Ruben had not aged noticeably. Aloisius and Monica had had the more difficult task. They must have spent fifteen months trying to track them down. No wonder they reacted so emotionally to it. For Ruben and her, it had only been two days.
"Only? I'm only now really realizing what a feat you've accomplished," Peraia said.
"We did a bit of measuring and calculating. Not a single Orb ship has strayed here," said Aloisius. "You were in the more dangerous situation."
"But only two days," said Peraia. "They feel like a week, but if we had been alone for a year, I probably would not have lasted. We are very grateful to you for waiting so patiently for us."
"To be honest - we weren't always patient," Monica said. "Sometimes we argued for days, then we didn't talk to each other for a week. We distracted ourselves by studying each other's specialties."
"That's a good strategy," said Ruben. "Then maybe you can dissect the first Orb corpse together."
"Not a chance," said Aloisius, but softened his sentence by laughing.
"Besides, we still had to take care of the rest of the crew," Monica said. "That was partly like herding cats. But I got to know some of them well. Did you know that our head chef is also a good hairdresser? She cut my hair just a few days ago."
A few days ago, according to Peraia's calendar, they had been sitting together in the head office. She thought about the toupee from her dream. She would have to tell Monica about it later.
"It seems okay in hindsight, but it was hell," Monica said. "I was already stockpiling weapons so I could kill Aloisius the next chance I got."
Oh, Peraia could well imagine how the neurologist had annoyed her. He had a certain way about him that only avoided disaster because there were four of them.
"I would have done it with poison," Aloisius said. "She always called me 'Loysie'. It drives me mad."
"Okay, never say Loysie again," said Peraia. "The word is banned on board from now on. Anyone who violates it will clean the hygiene areas every day."
"It was a nice reunion, but now we had better talk about the return journey," said Ruben.
"The return journey? The expedition has only just begun," said Peraia.
"I'm talking about how we can escape this maelstrom," said Ruben. "And without losing any more instruments."
"I have already thought about that," said Aloisius. "I hope you'll forgive this suggestion from a layman. It's not just about the outer skin overheating during acceleration, but also about the annoying time dilation. Who knows how many years we've already lost compared to Terra."
"I think it's fifteen months?" asked Peraia.
That seemed like a long time to her. Especially because it was unused time. Her plan had been to stay away for two or three years and then finally bring humanity up to the level of the Orb with valuable scientific discoveries. Where else could these discoveries be made as cheaply as in the territory of those who had made them long ago?
"There was a fifteen-month difference between our times on board," explained Aloisius. "But the Persephone has been in the black hole's sphere of influence for a while now. It's possible that the worlds we know have moved on considerably in the meantime."
"How long do you think?" asked Ruben.
"I was hoping that you, as a physicist..."
"I understand. Well, I could try to determine that from your course log. But it won't be more than a rough estimate. Very rough."
Ruben pushed himself off and floated down to his seat. He felt it as if he hadn't seen it for years. And so it was. At least from the perspective of the seat. Ruben fastened his seatbelt and typed on the console. Peraia watched him. He worked unusually slowly by his standards, as if he was afraid of the result. Nevertheless, he obviously couldn't avoid it appearing on the screen.
His face brightened. "It's not as bad as I feared," he said.
"So?" Monica asked.
"We've lost another year. At best."
"And if it didn't go favorably?"
Ruben swallowed. "Then it could be thirty years."
Thirty years. Peraia took a deep breath. That was an eternity. If she really had been gone that long, everyone in the Empire would think she was dead. Maybe except for her little sister, with whom she felt an intimate connection no matter where she was.
She wiped the thought away. It was unlikely that it was really about thirty years.
"Surely the extremes are far less likely than the mean?" asked Aloisius.
"I'm afraid I must disappoint you," replied Ruben. "They all lie within the 95 percent confidence interval and are basically similarly likely. The fact that they are so far apart has to do with our lack of knowledge about the mass of the black hole."
He unbuckled his seatbelt again and floated over to them.
"Then why did you talk about losing a year of time?" Monica asked.
A good question.
"Because that would be my favorite outcome. Anything else would call this expedition into question."
Peraia laughed. That was probably the best attitude. There was nothing they could do about it anyway. It was impossible to turn back time.
"We should also emphasize this year to the crew," she said. "I know they deserve to know the truth. But we do not know that ourselves. Then we should not torture them with uncertainty. It is enough if it tortures us."
"You're the commander," Ruben said, and it was hard to tell whether he agreed with her.
"Is there any chance of them finding out the true time difference themselves?" Monica asked. "It would be bad if they caught us in a blatant lie."
"If they were paying close attention to where the planets were in the local system when Persephone entered the cloud, they could work it out from the changes," said Ruben.
"We can rule that out if we follow my plan," said Aloisius.
"You have a plan? For what?"
"I tried to explain it earlier, Ruben. It's about how we can leave this inhospitable place without damaging Persephone even more. But then you distracted me with the discussion about time."
"Now we're listening to you intently," Peraia said, putting her finger to her lips because Ruben wanted to say something in reply.
"Good, my suggestion would be not to use the main engine, but..."
"You want to take us out with the correction thrusters?" Ruben interrupted him. "Slowly but steadily, that could work."
"No, will you listen to me?"
Peraia and Monica nodded. Ruben closed his mouth demonstratively and gestured as if he was zipping it.
"I want to use the jump drive to get us out of here."
Ruben burst out laughing. "You what? Fold space in the sphere of influence of a black hole? There's a good reason why it's forbidden to use the fold drive inside star systems. The technology changes the structure of space-time. Of course, this also affects all masses in the environment. We are drilling a hole in space-time. Normally we do that at the bottom of a gravity well. But you want to build it somewhere on the loose slope. The material could slide down the slope!"
Ruben's objection sounded weighty. There was no messing around with gravity unnecessarily.
"It doesn't matter." said Aloisius. "We'll jump as far away as possible into another system. We don't need to be interested in what happens here afterwards. This system is completely uninhabited. We're not putting anyone in danger either."
Of course, the neurologist was right again. They would never return here. You could leave a bit of a mess behind.
"But how are you going to aim properly?" asked Ruben. "The system is based on looking around from the ship's lookout with the telescope when the sea is calm until we find a suitable target. If you climb the mast in the middle of a storm, you won't be able to keep a target in the eyepiece for more than a second. We're in the middle of a storm in space-time."
"Very simple: we don't aim."
That was an interesting suggestion. In armed conflicts, ships sometimes tried to escape imminent destruction by making an emergency jump. In doing so, however, they had at least a rough idea of their surroundings. They lacked that, if Peraia had understood the physicist's arguments correctly.
"Isn't that a bit risky?" Monica asked. "We could end up at the other end of the universe."
"There's no such risk," said Ruben.
His eyebrows were less furrowed than Peraia had expected. Apparently, to his own surprise, he didn't think the suggestion was so bad.
"The jump drive only has a limited range. We cannot fold the whole universe at once," Aloisius explained.
"So we can get out somewhere within the range. How big is it?"
"I would reckon 500 light years at most," said Ruben.
That was considerably more than the length of the individual jumps they had used to get here.
"We are jumping out of an already quite distorted area of space," said Ruben, who had probably noticed the question on Peraia's face. "It's like jumping out of a moving train."
"So, we could also land on a planet, or even a star," said Monica. "That would probably be the end of this journey."
"It would at least be a quick death," said Aloisius. "The Persephone can survive the conditions inside a star for less than a second."
"Now don't scare them any more than necessary," said Ruben. "I thought you wanted to convince them of your proposal."
"You're right," said Aloisius. "You should know that the universe is largely empty. Since you've all looked out the porthole of a spaceship before, I assumed you realized that. The risk of landing inside a star is negligible."
"That sounds very reassuring," Monica said. "And we wouldn't lose any more time. I really wanted to see my children again before they die of old age."
"You have children?" asked Ruben and Aloisius in unison.
"Yes, I got married very early and had twins when I was eighteen. But I always knew that I wasn't cut out to raise them as a parent. After graduating, I divorced and left the girls with their father. He was always a good father."
Peraia knew this detail from Monica's past. She admired her for having managed to find a good solution for the children.
"I'm sorry about that," said Aloisius.
"Don't be. They're fine, that's the main thing. The girls, well, they might be older than me now."
"It's possible," said Aloisius, not very delicately.
The physicist seemed to have accepted the neurologist's idea. It was hard to believe, as it concerned his own field of research, and it was not his suggestion. The argument of saving time seemed to be important to him. The question was: why? Why did it matter to him? According to her information, Kardashenko no longer had any living relatives.
"What do you think of the idea, Ruben?" she asked.
"I find it quite attractive. If we leave this vortex the normal way, we come out largely blind. I don't like that at all. We would certainly need another two weeks to reinstall all the instruments."
"You would accept a random jump for that?"
"Yes, it can't really be that bad. Even if we land in an inhabited system, it would be just dumb luck if we came out near an enemy ship of all things."
"Then we should give it a try," said Peraia.
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It took them fifteen minutes to prepare the Persephone for the jump. The safety precautions were basically over the top. Every crew member had to strap themselves into their space suit on their cot. This habit had probably been adopted from the military - a battleship could also return to real time in the middle of a hail of bullets. In their case, Peraia expected a smooth transition. They were weightless before and would be again afterwards, and the environment would almost certainly be less damaging to the ship than this one.
"You are in command, Aloisius," she said.
It was his idea. Peraia knew what it felt like to give the order for such a change of location. It wasn't a jump in the true sense of the word. The physicists had explained that to her often enough. The Persephone remained in place. It merely slipped through a hole in free fall, but it was a short fall that they would not feel. All that remained was magic, and Aloisius was allowed to be the wizard today.
"Activate jump drive," said the neurologist.
Peraia noticed how Ruben's face grimaced. The ship's controls understood the command anyway. It cracked in her ears. It was as if someone had briefly beamed them up a high mountain. The air pressure returned immediately. Instead, she now felt an unbearable heaviness in all her limbs. Her breathing stopped. An indeterminate amount of time passed. It seemed to go on forever. But even though she wasn't breathing, she was fine - if it hadn't been for the pain!
Then it was over. Peraia immediately took command of the Persephone again.
"Where are we, ship?"
"We are in an unknown system. It has a G-type sun as well as four terrestrial and four gas and ice giants. Our position is between the orbits of the sixth and seventh planets."
The solar system? Terra? That was impossible.
"I'm registering electromagnetic emissions from one of the planets. I'm also finding engine signatures from spaceships that are listed in the database as Orb models. So far they do not seem to have noticed our arrival."
It was an inhabited Orb system. Almost all the planets in the solar system were inhabited by now, and after their jump a few warships would already have been on their way to their location. This one did not seem to be a very important system.
"Please find us some cover so we can take a careful look at the system."
"There's an asteroid near us that's on its way to the inner system. It's big enough that a little extra mass should not be noticeable," said Ruben.
The physicist had obviously already evaluated the initial results of the measuring instruments.
"Can you give the ship's control system the data, please?" asked Peraia.
"Of course."
"Ship, set us on a course to the coordinates provided by Ruben. And please activate our cloaking device on the way there."
Peraia imagined the Persephone disintegrating before her eyes. She had had the prototype of a cloaking device installed, which had been developed along the lines of Orb technology. However, it only worked in the optical range. As soon as an enemy switched to radar, infrared or any other sensor technology, they would be seen. But it was better than nothing.
"Course set," the ship reported.
"Thank you."
Peraia stood up. She had to get out of the spacesuit so she could finally clean herself up. It was strange, but she never survived a jump with a dry diaper.
It comforted her that Monica usually felt the same way. This time, however, the biologist made a V gesture with her fingers as she took off her spacesuit.
"How was it for you today?" asked Peraia.
"Exhausting," said Monica. "I always feel like my body is being broken down into its atoms with a pressure washer and then put back together again."
"That sounds painful."
"It is, but not cruel, more like a chronic pain that you know you can take."
"Not pretty either."
"I envy Ruben. He doesn't notice anything. Can you imagine that?"
Peraia nodded. Maybe physics didn't want to hurt a physicist. But Ruben envied everyone who felt something special during the transition. In general, everyone experienced the jump differently. Scientists had different theories as to why it was like that. Peraia found the idea most convincing that it was the brain that filled the transition with its own ideas. For example, it could be shown that children who had been told by their parents how a transition went, then had very similar feelings in an emergency. Others blamed it on genes, which seemed illogical to Peraia, as jump drives had not played a role in evolution.
However, it often happened that certain changes in the body could still be measured afterwards. If someone reported feeling very hot, they may have scorched an arm and needed medical treatment. Some researchers used quantum physics to explain this. At the moment of transition, the person can no longer be localized, but is distributed with a certain probability across the entire universe. If there was an encounter with a star, burns would be the result.
This theory was contradicted by the fact that no one had ever died during the jump. Shortly before or after, yes, but not during. That would mean that time had to stand still. Perhaps that was why the transition usually seemed eternal to Peraia. It was just how her consciousness processed the standstill of time.
"If only it didn't always take so long," Monica said. "It always seems like an eternity to me."
"Maybe it really does take forever," said Peraia. "Except that in our reality, no time passes."
"I can imagine why Ruben envies us. He can never join in the conversation."
Peraia ran to her cabin to get some fresh underwear. The spacesuit had seen so many missions by now that, despite regular disinfection procedures, it gave off a subtle smell of sweat that lingered in her clothes. The fact that it was her own sweat did not make it any better. Her instructor at the pilot academy, an old warhorse and friend of her father's, had always advised her not to join the space fleet. Not because she was a bad pilot, but because she had such a sensitive nose. After all, she had once used it to thwart a poison gas attack on her father. How was he doing now? Had he already transferred his office to her brother?
On the way back to the control center, she met the technician who was specifically responsible for the jump engine. He had deep wrinkles on his forehead. When he saw her, he bowed. She had already stopped most of the crew members from doing that. Out here, she was no longer the Emperor's daughter.
"How is your protégé?" she asked.
"She worries me."
The technician stopped. Now Peraia remembered his name. Karl Groß, also called Karl the Great by the crew. He was rather tall and slender, almost thin, and handled the engine in a very personal way. It didn't bother Peraia. On the contrary, he was very reliable and, in her opinion, would give his life for the jump drive.
"What happened?" she asked.
"The jump we made seems to have been unusually far. It really pushed her to her limits."
"I'm sorry."
"I wanted to officially request that I can squeeze in some basic maintenance before the next jump. Otherwise, she'll break something."
"Of course, Karl. What do you need for that?"
"Just time. Two weeks without a jump."
"That should be manageable. We're a long way from civilization."
"I'm glad." His brow smoothed. "But I must point out that a jump will be impossible in that time. If I opened the seal, a jump would kill us all."
"Of course, Karl."
Peraia was sweating. Hopefully she had not promised the man too much.

At the control center, she only met Monica and Ruben. She informed them about the necessary maintenance of the jump drive.
"Something completely different - how do we actually find out how much time has passed?" Monica asked.
The time. Peraia did not really want to know exactly. It was possible that Ruben could give an answer that she would not like.
"We can't," said Ruben. "There's no way."
Peraia was relieved. Hopefully Monica would not ask any more questions.
"But someone here must have an idea what time it is?" Monica asked further.
Ruben laughed. "We can't ask the Orb for the current time, and if we did, it wouldn't help us."
"What about the positions of the stars and planets?" Monica inquired insistently.
"We are in a sector that has not yet been recorded in the database. Not only is this system unknown to us, but so are all the neighboring ones."
However, this was new information even for Peraia. And it was so important that she wondered how she could have missed it.
"So how do we find our way home again?" she asked.
"I'm sure the Orb know where to go if you want to get to the Empire. We'll just ask them for directions," said Ruben.
Monica must have annoyed him with her questions. He was not usually so snippy.
"Do you have a serious answer for your commander?"
Ruben shook his head. "That is, quite honestly, the most serious answer that exists to that question."
"Good, then we really must see to it that Aloisius finally gets his Orb corpse."
"It doesn't have to be a corpse," said Aloisius, who must have just come into the control center. "A live Orb would be even better."
"Understood. Then we know what we have to do. We will find the next best Orb ship and kidnap its crew."
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Peeeeep. The laser rangefinder's warning display was persistent. There was still not enough space between the rings of the crater they had artificially created to accommodate Persephone.
"Aloisius? You have to keep digging," she said over the helmet radio.
Peraia was wearing the helmet of her spacesuit, although she was coordinating the work from the control center. She imagined the neurologist at the bottom of the excavation, armed with a hoe. They had indeed dismantled one of the laser guns from the stern, and Aloisius was now using it to deepen the crater. The entire Persephone shielded him from space. The necessary heat was distributed over the entire crater and flowed for the most part into the interior of the asteroid. Anyone not looking for them directly would not notice the hectic activity down here. The Persephone had also switched on its optical camouflage.
"I'm sweating," said Aloisius.
"Then take your helmet off," said Monica. "It's incredibly refreshing."
The xenobiologist was also in the crater below Persephone, where she was breaking up the chunks of ice dust melted by the heat effect of the laser into smaller pieces with powerful shovel strokes. Peraia saw them through her colleague's helmet camera. She had the more strenuous job, but she was also ten years younger than the neurologist. Monica did not express any complaints.
"How deep do we have to dig in?" asked Aloisius.
"Until we can stretch the nanonet between us and space," said Peraia.
"Without the trapdoor, our plan makes no sense," explained Monica.
The biologist had come up with the idea. She had remembered a species of spider from Terra, the trapdoor spider. The creatures grew up to three centimeters in size, dug deep holes into the ground and close them with a lid made of spider silk and soil. As soon as they sensed vibrations, they shot out of the hole and grabbed their prey.
The nanomachines on board were already working on the net, which they made from the asteroid's regolith rock. It had to be stretched over the artificial crater - which was at the bottom of a real crater - so that it followed the natural curvature of the main crater. They didn't want the camouflaged spider to be noticed too soon. As soon as the abduction had succeeded, the web would unravel itself and no one would even suspect what had happened.
Peraia queried the data from the laser rangefinder. It still wasn't enough. But they were getting closer. The Persephone had to push her belly half a meter deeper into the asteroid, then the measuring device would be satisfied.
"Shit!" shouted Aloisius, just as Peraia began to hope that they could still start the experiment today.
"What's going on?" asked Peraia.
"We've come across a natural cave," said Monica.
"That's good," said Peraia. "Should save you a lot of work."
"Don't we have to secure the cave?" asked Aloisius. "So that nothing will collapse on us?"
"We're in space," said Peraia. "The asteroid has no gravity to speak of. Nothing will fall. But take a look around. It certainly won't hurt."
"Okay, we'll take a look around," Monica said.
"Ruben? I think you can relax for a while. Monica and Aloisius still need a while."
Ruben was an important element of their plan. He had the task of luring an Orb ship here.
"I told you right away that we should assign this to a few people from the crew. Karl the Great would have done it by now."
Ruben sat alone in a shuttle that they had hidden in a deep crevice. Once the roof was stretched over the trap, the shuttle could no longer leave the Persephone. So they had sent it out in good time. Now he sat bored in the shuttle. Peraia understood his impatience. He had to keep radio silence and could only communicate with them via the helmet radio with its short range.
"Karl has to work on the jump drive," Peraia said. "The others have their tasks too. We're the only ones here who aren't constantly busy."
"I wouldn't mind being busy at all. While Aloisius gets to explore a cave, I sit here and waste my thoughts."
"We talked about this before. The cloaking technology..."
"Yes, I know. It definitely needs a talented physicist to monitor how it works."
"Something like that. You are simply the best decoy we could find."
Ruben sighed. You could almost always appease him with flattery. Sometimes Peraia felt like she was in a kindergarten. The men in particular never seemed to grow up.
"Aloisius here."
At last! "What have you found?"
"The cave is huge and has many branches. We turned back without having completely mapped it out, otherwise we might not have found the exit."
"Very good. We can live with that. It might even be an escape route for us if the situation should somehow become untenable."
"Escape route? Ten horses wouldn't get me into this labyrinth," said Aloisius.
If only she had kept her thoughts to herself!
"We will not need to," she said, deliberately avoiding the damned word.
Thought transference. Aloisius was probably thinking the whole time about what could cause them to flee. Yet here they were, the dangerous predator, the trapdoor spider, waiting for prey in its tube. If they were, it was the Orb that would need an escape route.

"Ping."
The laser rangefinder's notification of success when the set distance was exceeded was unspectacular.
"Monica, Aloisius? You made it!" Peraia shouted into the microphone in the helmet. "You can come in now."
"At last," said Ruben. "Does that mean I can be on my way?"
"Hold on, please. I want to ask Karl how he is getting on with the fold drive first."
"Please, commander, don't leave me hangin' here. Or at least give me access to the on-board library."
"Ruben, do you want us to be found out?"
That would not be unheard of. The physicist liked things to be more dangerous than necessary.
"Of course not."
"Then don't ask about the library. You know yourself that the capacity of the helmet radio is not sufficient for this amount of data. If you are bored, then finally combine quantum mechanics and relativity."
"Very funny! But you know what? I'll take that as a challenge. It will make a good punchline in my speech when I receive the Nobel Prize for Physics."
She gave no reply. Ruben was not as big a show-off as he sometimes sounded. He didn't take himself one hundred percent seriously, a skill that Aloisius lacked.
Peraia switched to the controls. It was time to let the nanomachines do their work. She started the programmed workflow that would hide the Persephone from all eyes from space. Then she pressed the internal communications button.
"General announcement. Commander here. From now on, off-board missions are only permitted with prior authorization. The net is being tightened."
The spider retreated into its tunnel.

"Commander, I would strongly advise against using the fold drive just yet," said Karl. "It's not ready."
The technician had gone to the control center, where Peraia had never seen him before. He had even put on a kind of dress uniform. The matter was obviously very important to him.
"Well, I had not planned on it." said Peraia. "Do not worry about it. We will give her a break for as long as it takes."
"According to my information, the shuttle that's acting as bait is due to set off today."
The plan was not public, but the crew naturally put together what was left unsaid. After all, someone had to prepare the shuttle for launch.
"That is correct," Peraia said. "But it will take a few days for it to take effect. And even so, we will not need the fold drive."
"That's what you said back in the Tukur system, Commander. And three minutes later I had to power it up anyway."
Tukur system? Peraia had to rummage through her memory first. Yes, that was right. There had been an unexpected attack there. It must have been many years ago, but Karl was obviously keeping track.
"That was a different situation. The Orb ship was already waiting for us, cloaked. We would all have died if your protégé had not saved us."
"That wasn't my protégé, but her predecessor. We managed to escape, but we lost her in the process. What would happen if we lost our fold drive here?"
Karl knew exactly what would happen. They would be stranded. The Orb would certainly not lend them any of their engines.
"Do not fret, Karl. We are being careful. We had plenty of time to check the whole sector. There is no hidden Orb ship here. Look!"
Peraia switched on the main screen. With a look of awe on his face, Karl backed away a meter and lifted off the ground. The screen showed the entire star system in which they had set up their trap. The asteroid they were hiding on was moving towards the inner system, where the local life took place. The third planet, a rocky planet, had a thin oxygen atmosphere. Greenery spread out from the equator. There was very little water. It looked as if spring had just arrived on the entire planet.
In its orbit hovered a space station, blinking green, and several warships, symbolized by red circles. There was no cloaked presence whatsoever. That was the result of days of measurements with the gravitational wave meter.
"What's that there?" Karl pointed to a dot that could not decide between green - harmless - and red - dangerous. He had found the object that was causing them a few minor concerns. Mainly due to its size, which exceeded that of all known Orb warships.
"It is a Freighter. It jumped into the system a few days ago and is heading for the third planet."
Karl zoomed into the image with a gesture. A thin line appeared in front of the Freighter, aimed at the orbit of the planet, but not at the planet itself.
"They don't seem to be heading straight for the planet," said Karl.
"Yes, we noticed that too. They are heading for a Lagrange point."
Peraia felt a shiver run down her spine as she pronounced the technical term. She was sure the vortex in the gas planet's Lagrange point had given her a few gray hairs.
"Isn't that strange?" asked Karl.
"They are probably waiting for something. It can spend years there without using much fuel."
"And why does the marking alternate between red and green?"
"Well, technically we cannot say for sure that it is a Freighter. There is no visual confirmation because it is cloaked."
"So it could also be a warship?"
Peraia nodded. "Theoretically, yes, but there have never been any sightings of one like that."
They had discussed this at length. The main argument in favor of a Freighter was that such a huge warship far from the outer borders made no sense. It was also questionable whether such large units made sense in terms of military strategy.
"I see," said Karl.
"I hope I was able to reassure you," said Peraia. "The four warships are guarding the planet, and perhaps the Freighter as well. At most, they will send a science ship to search for our decoy."
Karl nodded, but there were still two deep wrinkles on his forehead.
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"Here we go, my beautiful little bird. You can begin your performance," said Peraia over the radio link.
She had directed all of the Persephone's passive instruments towards the shuttle that Ruben had been traveling in since yesterday.
"I am neither a bird, nor beautiful. I can walk home unaccompanied," Ruben replied.
"Excuse me?"
Ruben had been stuck in the tiny ship for two days now. The cramped conditions must have started to make him feel strange.
"Hey, you've never heard of Goethe's Faust? That's a classic."
"I don't like thrillers."
"The emperor's daughter has never read anything from classic German literature? That's a scandal!"
Peraia took a deep breath. "Ruben, let's finish this now. Then you come back and you can visit me in my cabin in the evening."
Sometimes bribery helped to lift someone's spirits. Neither Monica nor Aloisius were listening.
"Deal," said Ruben. "I'll start now, deactivate the optical cloak and fire the engine."
It worked. Seemingly out of nowhere, a fat dot appeared on the screen, which was currently showing the infrared part of the spectrum. The little bird puffed itself up. Karl had manipulated the shuttle's engine so that it emitted most of its power as heat, which made it appear to be a much larger ship. Peraia was sure there was a surveillance sensor at work somewhere that would report this point. They were far enough away for Ruben to get to safety in time, and close enough to be worthy of closer inspection.
"That looks very good," Peraia said. "You are doing an excellent job."
"It's not very difficult," said Ruben. "I just go straight ahead. You'll warn me if it gets dicey?"
"As agreed. At the moment, all the ships in orbit around the planet are behaving calmly. I am keeping an eye on them. But I don't think anything will happen in the next few hours. You probably know that yourself. As a scientist, how keen would you be to fly for days in a small shuttle into the void to investigate a thin trail?"
"You understand me," said Ruben. "But that doesn't mean you understand the Orb. Maybe they're happy to get off their cramped, overpopulated planet and have time to sing the famous telepathic Orb songs without driving innocent people mad?"
"Now stop it, telepathic my ass! And that coming from a physicist."
"Don't put too much weight on my words. I just believe that the Orb are so strange that we shouldn't try to understand them. Everything could be completely different."
"We shall see if the plan works," said Peraia.
The main screen drew her attention. Her heart beat faster. Had their decoy caught their attention? But no. There were just a few unusual discharges in the planet's atmosphere. Because it was so thin, the flashes from space were particularly easy to see. Monica and Aloisius had distributed the necessary instruments around the asteroid, otherwise Persephone would have sat in her tube as a blind spider.
"Is something wrong?" asked Ruben.
He already knew her well. She had not spoken for a while.
"Nothing important. Something is going on on the planet. But it has nothing to do with us."
"Good. Shall I read you a bit from Faust?" asked Ruben.
"You don't have to."
"You're responsible for keeping me happy."
"All right, but then our other deal doesn't apply."
Peraia was one hundred percent sure what Ruben's answer would be.
"Okay. I'll read alone then."

Two hours later, it was time to bring the decoy back. In the meantime, she had heard nothing from Ruben.
"Are you finished with Faust?" asked Peraia.
"Yes."
"What, so quickly?"
"It's just a thin ribbon."
"To be or not to be?"
"Uh, that's Shakespeare. Peraia Hartholm-Harrow, you reveal an astonishing lack of literary competence."
"I know it is Shakespeare, obviously. He and this Goethe were roughly the same time, were they not? I thought it would fit."
"Same time…? Ugh, let's talk about something else. Otherwise I will lose all hope."
Ruben had clearly been out alone for too long. He usually never behaved this humorless. But fortunately, that time was over now. Peraia was actually looking forward to the night she had promised the physicist. Hopefully Monica did not have any similar ideas.
"You can turn off the engine now," Peraia said.
"Shut down thruster," Ruben said.
She saw it immediately on the main screen. Only an afterglow remained, a kind of light echo. It was the ship itself, which must have warmed up. That was not very surprising, only the extent was greater than she had hoped. A very attentive observer now had the chance to see through their trick.
"You should reactivate the optical cloak."
Nanomachines would crawl over the shuttle and channel all visible light around the hull.
"There's a problem," Ruben said. "The nanos refuse. They're too hot."
"Yes, the outer hull has become hotter than calculated. That is beyond the tolerance limits of the nanomachines. It is no use, you will have to wait until everything is cooled enough."
"I'm good at waiting."
Ruben didn't say anything, but the longer he flew around out there uncloaked, the greater the risk of someone noticing him. What was more, he could not start the engine in order to get back faster. That would make him even more conspicuous.
"You can spend as long as you like undoing Karl's manipulation."
"Yes, that was my thought too. I'm moving into the engine compartment right now."
Very good. Ruben was thinking along the same lines. That was one of his strengths.
"Shall I get the technician on the line for you?"
"No, leave it, I've looked into it. I can manage it."
And that was one of his weaknesses - he preferred to solve problems on his own. But Peraia understood. She was not entirely innocent in this aspect either.
"Thank you. There is still no movement on the planet, by the way."

It took almost an hour before the nanomachines were satisfied with the temperature of the outer hull. Ruben let them swarm out and the effect was amazing. Barely two minutes later, the shuttle disappeared from the image of the optical telescope. It was now barely recognizable in the infrared - and certainly not from the planet's orbit.
"The decoy did a good job," she said.
"Thank you. I'm looking forward to this evening," said Ruben.
"Me too," said Peraia.
"Do you want company?" Monica asked with a laugh.
Peraia had not even noticed that she had floated into the control room.
"I, uh ... So... Um, if you really want to."
Typical Ruben. He had obviously taken that as a serious offer.
"I didn't mean it like that. We don't want to put too much strain on you," Monica said.
The main screen drew attention to itself. Peraia had programmed it to report any unusual flight movements automatically.
"Oh, something's coming our way," Monica said.
Peraia looked at the display. All she could see was a tiny spaceship launching from the surface into orbit. It did not follow a timed rhythm like most launches into orbit. It was therefore a spontaneously scheduled flight. That was why the screen had responded. Someone had probably gotten wind of their decoy and was now flying to the space station to make inquiries. That was how it would have been in any system of the Empire. There was still no cause for concern.
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"Good morning, sleepy head!"
Peraia opened her eyes. Ruben was standing in front of her with a tray containing two cups of steaming coffee. Good. He had remembered that she never ate breakfast. Otherwise, the physicist was naked. Peraia was not surprised. She remembered the previous night very well. But how had he just greeted her?
"Ship, what time is it?"
"10:15 standard time."
Damn. She jumped up. She was not embarrassed by her own nakedness. Ruben had already seen her like this. She was just sorry he had to drink the coffee alone. She jumped into the bathroom and turned on the shower. With a dull roar, the ventilation, unavoidable in zero gravity, drew the water and the sweat of the night down the drain. Then she dried herself off. She did not care for the air jet. She preferred to towel herself from head to toe with a large, not too soft towel. Only then was she really awake. Her light uniform was already hanging on a hanger by the door to the wet room. She grabbed it and pulled it on.
Ruben had sat in bed as he was. He drank his coffee from the tray on his knees. He waved to her.
"Don't worry about me. Do your commando stuff."
Peraia smiled. It was good that he made no demands. She needed to relax from time to time, not add to her problems.
It wasn't far from her cabin to the control center. There she met Monica, Aloisius and Karl.
"Slept well?" Monica asked with a cheeky grin.
"Too long. What is the latest news from our planet? What are you doing here, Karl? Should you not be looking after your protégé?"
There was no time for private life now. Peraia was the commander again. Karl turned pale, although his skin already looked unusually pale.
"He just wanted to make sure we didn't suddenly need the jump drive," Monica said.
"But I already promised you that..."
"It was just in case," Karl interrupted her. "The sooner I know, the sooner it will be ready for use."
"Does that mean we can jump again?" asked Peraia.
"It would still be too dangerous, but with enough lead time it would be possible to modify the drive so that it remains pre-charged, so to speak. Then the actual folding is no longer so stressful for the system."
"Then why do we not always use this procedure?" asked Peraia.
"Because we cannot maneuver normally with a preloaded fold drive. The Persephone then appears much heavier, so the chemical and nuclear engines no longer provide enough power. It also puts a strain on the systems in the long term. Different systems than in an emergency jump, but important systems nonetheless."
"Thank you, Karl. That's good to know."
Above all, it fit in well with their current situation, in which they were waiting listlessly in the crater for the enemy to come to them.
"How much lead time?" asked Peraia.
"Two days would be the optimum compromise between the strain on one system and the other."
Two days. That was quite a long time. But technology could not perform miracles.

Around midday, Ruben also appeared at the head office. Peraia did not comment on his late appearance. After spending days in the tiny shuttle, he had earned a short vacation.
"Now that we're all here, how do we actually proceed once we have caught an Orb?" asked Aloisius.
"Not so fast," said Ruben. "How do we actually go about catching an Orb? I mean, they are huge and strong and have unknown weapons. How do we get them to sit still enough for you to examine them?"
"The Orb can also be killed with blasters," Monica said. "They are organic beings, not gods."
Killing Orbs that attacked peaceful Terrans with warlike intentions was one thing. Killing a random specimen, probably a civilian, was something Peraia did not like.
"I would prefer a living specimen," said Aloisius. "Maybe we can tranquilize one. They breathe oxygen, it's said, and there are bound to be gases that are poisonous to them too."
And if they got the wrong gas, would they kill their victim with it? Not a good idea either.
"We will not have time for experiments," said Peraia. "Best we stick to good old mechanics. We will catch them like the prehistoric humans did - with nets."
"I don't think prehistoric man hunted with nets," said Ruben. "But you are right. It has to be simple. But we need a net that is strong enough. It even has to withstand blaster shots."
"Can we get the nanos to make such a net?" asked Aloisius. "It would be good if it were also self-healing."
"That should be possible," said Ruben. "I could reprogram the material of the gravitational wave detector. It already has self-healing capabilities and is extremely stable. After all, it has to remain taut for over sixty miles in space."
"Then do that," said Peraia. "I have a feeling we are going to need it soon."

The feeling was confirmed an hour later when a real small battle broke out around the Orb space station near the planet. The four of them watched the action on the main screen. The station deployed a large number of different projectiles.
"Look at that," said Aloisius. "They're armed to the teeth."
The missiles buzzed through orbit from the space station, but couldn't seem to find a target.
"The enemy is cloaked," Peraia said. "Ruben, can you use the Gravidetector to measure how heavy it is?"
"Unfortunately, it's in the process of reconfiguring itself as a trap."
For a tiny moment, a bright dot lit up. Apparently, the cloak had been overloaded. But before the missiles could destroy it, the ship disappeared again.
"It's about half the size of the Persephone," said Ruben. "I also thought it was remarkable how the station overloaded its cloak. Did you see that? They covered the area with a web of explosions. Then they had two or three seconds to finish them off with a laser. They didn't use that time."
"I am not sure if that helps us," said Peraia. "We do not have that many missiles."
The firing from the space station was slowly dying down. There had been no explosion.
"What is your interpretation?" asked Peraia.
She had an idea of what might have happened, but wanted to hear the others' opinions first.
"Maybe a smuggler's ship," said Monica. "They're flying to the Freighter at the Lagrange point now."
"But the station has already seen it. It's certainly not on the side of the small ship," said Aloisius. "I think they are on their way to us. We should be prepared for visitors."
Peraia believed that too. But there was a slight contradiction.
"Why would the station want to prevent them from detecting our decoy's signals?" she asked.
"That's a good question," said Ruben. "There may be two factions that both want to know what we're doing here. For example, civilian researchers and the military's secret service, if they have such a thing. Didn't a tiny ship make an unscheduled launch into orbit yesterday? That would fit in with the civilian researchers. They never have enough money. The military, on the other hand, has the station's weapons."
"And then your civilians manage to prevail against the whole station?" asked Aloisius. "If I'd had to steer the ship, they would have caught us for sure."
"That's why Peraia is the pilot here," said Monica.
"But she has military training, unlike the three of us," said Aloisius. "That confirms my reasoning."
"Maybe they didn't win because of their skills," said Ruben. "But because the military on the station no longer needed to destroy them."
"That would mean they traveled here in a ship themselves," Peraia said.
"Cloaked, of course," Monica said. "Too bad we just turned off our gravity wave detector."
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An alarm rang through the ship. Now of all times! Peraia, who was using the toilet, cleaned herself with a jet of water, whereupon the toilet automatically sucked up all her waste. She wondered how that would look in her biography. She was the emperor's daughter. One day, someone would write her life story down. Just as the heroic Peraia was sitting on the toilet, doing the business of all mortals, the vastly superior opponent arrived.
Peraia laughed. She was strangely calm in the face of the fact that they were about to have an encounter with the Orb. The number of people who had survived such an event could be counted on one hand. And they even wanted to capture one of these legendary creatures that could supposedly drive a whole company of soldiers mad with its scream.
She floated into the control center.
"Ship, turn off the alarm. Have you gone mad?"
"Sorry," the ship said. "Given the data, top priority seemed appropriate."
"Show me on the screen."
Aloisius came floating up. He was followed by Monica and Ruben. Both had red spots on their faces and were sweaty. The fact that Peraia had been the first spoke volumes.
Peraia studied the main screen. An Orb ship, indeed. It was about half the size of the Persephone. And since she could see it, it must have switched off its cloaking device. That meant there was no other Orb ship nearby, at least not one of the faction that had fired on the Freighter. She looked at its shape. It was sleek and clearly atmospheric. Probably more of a speed vessel than a Freighter. It did not appear to have particularly powerful weaponry.
"They're coming here to hide," Ruben said.
He had floated forward to the screen and turned it as if he were looking out into space from the Orb ship. Unfortunately, the asteroid exactly obscured the view of the planet and its space station. Ruben was right. They had exposed themselves because they could not be seen here. Peraia switched through the wavelengths. The alien ship was particularly bright in infrared. It probably needed to cool down. That was probably one of the few weaknesses of this technology - an invisible ship could not get rid of the heat it produced.
"What are they up to?" Monica asked.
"Maybe we should ask them," said Ruben.
"I've been listening to the radio traffic the whole time," said Aloisius. "But so far I haven't been able to crack the code."
"Are they transmitting?" asked Peraia. "That would be good to know. Then their technology would not be so different from ours."
"This ship is silent," said Aloisius. "But they generally use electromagnetic waves to communicate. They're simply practical. Infinite range, so in principle, good penetration and super-fast."
"They're silent?" asked Ruben. "Then they really are outlaws. An easy target. We could attack them directly from our cover."
"We don't know their cloaking device," said Monica. "If they manage to activate it, we will lose them."
"I would prefer to try to make contact peacefully," Peraia said.
If she managed to sway a faction of the Orb to the side of the Empire, imagine what she could do!
"All due respect," said Aloisius, "but that's too risky. We must not give them the opportunity to escape."
"That is true. But we can hope."
Something was happening on the screen. The Persephone's passive instruments also responded.
"They're scanning us by radar," said Ruben. "Don't worry, there's nothing they could find."
"Well, the age of the regolith here..." said Monica, who was also a geochemist.
"It's purposeful," said Ruben. "We want them to come here."
The ship approached. Suddenly it birthed an astronaut. He had two arms and two legs, that was all you could see because of his spacesuit, and he was huge. He was carrying a rocket backpack on his back.
"We use the same thing," Monica said.
"I'm sure it has a 'Made on Terra' sticker," joked Peraia.
No one laughed.
"Ours are a bit smaller," said Ruben.
The alien's physique shifted the proportions. It sailed skillfully towards the surface. It looked as if it had some experience of moving in space.
"Maybe it's not a civilian after all," Monica said.
The alien landed on the crater wall. It had a spotlight on its head, which it used to look around. Then it flew down the wall in great leaps. Its destination seemed to be the center of the crater. Every now and then he stopped to examine the ground.
"Why did he choose this crater of all places?" asked Peraia.
"The regolith on the surface is quite fresh," replied Ruben. "They must have noticed that."
A few minutes later, the alien began to dig a hole.
"Did you see that?" asked Aloisius. "He turned his hand into a shovel."
"Nanomachines," said Monica. "They must have much better ones than we do."
"If we catch him, we might be able to recreate them," said Aloisius.
Peraia nodded. The Empire's engineers would surely be happy with such a catch. But what was the Orb up to? Soon it was so deep in the pit that the camera could no longer see it.
"Thank you, Ruben," said Peraia. "That was a good idea."
"You're welcome."
Ruben had suggested that they not lurk at the deepest point because that was where a rational visitor would look first. He had been right.
The alien kept digging.
"How thick is the surface layer there?" asked Peraia.
"A few yards," replied Ruben.
Then the alien would soon break through.
"And then what?"
"There is a thin layer of nanomachines between it and the ship. It will not be able to see us. But if he jumps in, it won't stop him."
"Then we've got him," said Aloisius.
"That would be the best solution," said Peraia. "The victim will come to the spider all by itself. Deadly curiosity."
She felt sorry for the alien. She probably would not have acted any differently. Curiosity was something that every intelligence developed.
All at once, the alien crawled out of the hole it had dug itself. Damn.
"Ruben, you should get him now," Peraia said.
"Negative. He's already accelerating towards his ship. He seems to be in quite a hurry."
What a shame. They were so close! If she launched the Persephone, they could still reach the Orb. But something was wrong.
"We have to go after it with the ship," said Aloisius. "We can't let this chance slip away."
Peraia shook her head vigorously. "No. That's too risky for me. We only have this one ship."
The Orb ship reduced its orbit around the asteroid. It approached the Orb on the surface. But even after it had re-entered, the ship continued its approach. Had the Orb discovered something? Had their trap been sprung?
The Persephone reported back with a timid alarm.
"They're firing at us," said Aloisius.
The Orb ship did indeed cover the asteroid with laser pulses. But they were so weak that they barely warmed the regolith a little. Peraia thought back to the scene when the ship had escaped from the station. It had been bombarded to overload its cloaking device.
Peraia jumped up and sailed to the ceiling. "There's someone down here! This is our chance."
Apparently there was a conflict amongst the Orb, which was wearing a cloaking device, and the ship. His crew was looking for him, and he was hiding. If he hid successfully, no one would get the idea that they might have abducted him. That was perfect! Their presence in this sector would remain unknown. The only witness would be in their power.
"But how will we find him?" asked Aloisius. "Not even his friends can track him down."
"He will find us. We'll show him an escape route."
"Peraia is right. This is our chance," said Monica.
The Persephone reported a visual. Peraia zoomed into the infrared image on the main screen. An Orb running for its life. After a few seconds, it disappeared again.
"Ruben, it is running in a north-easterly direction. Can you open a shaft there? It should look natural."
"I can pull back the nanos, but it will look artificial."
Peraia recalled the image of the Orb. He really had been running for his life. Presumably he would not be picky when he found a hiding place.
"That's okay. Do it," she ordered. "Come on, close your spacesuits!"

Peraia was breathing heavily – and it was not due to physical exertion. She felt like a prehistoric man hunting a mammoth. Even if the animal was injured, it could still kill her with a flick of its tusks. Even unarmed, these aliens were a danger. The other Orb had transformed its hand into a shovel in a flash. Surely, he could also conjure up a sharp blade. They had to be prepared for anything.
Their advantage was the element of surprise. Peraia tried to contain her excitement, but she was unable to do so. But it was not a problem. There was no sound in the vacuum of the cave, so only she could hear herself gasping. The adrenaline rush would make her react faster.
Her helmet display showed the entrance to the cave. If the Orb had not changed its running speed and noticed the supposed rescue, it was bound to appear right there. Peraia tensed all her muscles and took the safety off her blaster. Hopefully the Orb had the sense to recognize their superiority. She did not want to have to kill him.
There. Tracks appeared in the dust on the sloping walls. Ruben had rigged the area so that even the most delicate touch had consequences. They could not see the Orb, but they could see how it progressed through the cave. It bounced back and forth between the ceiling and the floor like a rubber ball. It had obviously not yet managed to adapt its movement to the new conditions. Was it a civilian with little outside experience?
The Orb approached their position. They had taken up positions in three chambers to the right, left and below.
"Now!" Peraia ordered and threw the torch into the corridor.
The bright light of the torch should help the Orb to recognize his hopeless situation. Suddenly, three people were standing behind and beside him as the corridor ended. Three weapons were aimed at the alien, who was still nowhere to be seen. Hopefully he understood that they were deadly blasters against which his cloaking device did not protect him - and that he could not eliminate all three opponents at once. Hopefully he could not take out three attackers at once.
They had agreed to give him five seconds to think.
"On zero," Peraia said, counting down from five.
Her finger was on the trigger. It was shaking, but she had it under control. The countdown helped her focus. She did not want to kill the Orb. But she could not let him go either.
A second before the time limit expired, a powerful being emerged from nowhere. The reddish glow of the torch was reflected on its suit. Peraia activated the lamp on her blaster. She shone it into the side of the creature's helmet. It turned away, but she briefly caught a glimpse of its impressive eyes.
The Orb was holding an object in its right hand, which could be recognized as a weapon with its muzzle and magazine. The muzzle was pointing downwards. Peraia pointed the barrel of her own weapon at it. The Orb let go of the weapon. It moved slowly downwards. Peraia pointed the barrel into the corridor. Aloisius led the way. The Orb did not show that it had understood her, but followed the human. Aloisius opened a hidden door. They moved through it - first a human, then an Orb, then two more humans.

Ruben was waiting for them in the airlock. Peraia was surprised.
"The Orb ship has left in the meantime," he explained. "Congratulations on your catch."
Peraia was not sure if it was really fortunate circumstances. The Orb seemed frightening to her. It hardly seemed to be able to control itself. Perhaps it was just following them so that it could seize the spaceship. His friends, or whatever their relationship had been, had probably just left.
"Then maybe something is coming our way," she said.
"There's nothing visible," Ruben said.
"That does not mean anything, as you know. Would you leave one of your people alone on an asteroid? That would be his death sentence."
She pointed the blaster at the Orb, who moved his arms defensively.
"We don't know anything about their relationship," Ruben said.
"They were looking for him. They broke it off too soon for my liking. They seemed to be outside the law. That would explain an escape."
"I'm done," Monica said.
They stripped off their spacesuits one by one so that at least two blasters were pointed at the Orb at all times. After they had all changed again, it was their guest's turn.
Peraia first pointed at herself, then at the spacesuit lying next to her, then at the Orb.
The creature grabbed the helmet, then let go of it.
"Maybe it's afraid of suffocating," Monica said.
There was a screen on one side wall of the airlock. Peraia logged onto it and retrieved the symbolic representation of an oxygen atom from the archive.
The Orb opened and closed his hand so that all seven fingers were clearly visible. But his helmet remained closed. It was probably a gesture of refusal. Peraia joined two of the atoms together to form a molecule. This time, the Orb clenched his right hand into a fist and clasped it with his left. Immediately afterwards, he reached for his helmet again. The disk moved upwards. The creature's long face appeared beneath it.
"Look away!" shouted Peraia, for it was said that the gaze of an Orb had a hypnotic effect.
It was too late, at least for her. Those eyes - if it was true that they revealed the soul, the Orb had to be the most serene beings that the universe had produced. To Peraia, they looked like two small mountain lakes that glowed from within and invited you to dive into them.
However, she did not feel hypnotized. She could easily let her gaze wander downwards. The six breathing holes seemed to be greedily sucking in the air. This was probably normal - the Orb were so large and their breathing holes relatively small that they sounded like a faulty air conditioner.
Unprompted, the Orb had begun to remove his suit as well. It had a surprisingly firm upper body, almost reminiscent of an insect's shell. The back was split in two. Did it conceal the legendary wings? The abdomen was less impressive. The legs, which were far too thin, seemed to be attached to the body the wrong way round because the knees bent backwards.
The Orb seemed to be straining to stretch them out. Peraia loosely bent her knees several times to show him that he could relax, but when he noticed her movement, a shrill whistle erupted from his torso. The sound was so piercing that Peraia instinctively covered her ears. The blaster fell out of her hand. She quickly grabbed it again. The Orb must have realized this mistake, but it didn't take advantage of it by whistling again.
"Do you know what's interesting?" asked Ruben.
"What?" said Peraia.
"The whistle just came from the second highest breathing hole. At the same time, our guest also whistled from the lowest hole, but in ultrasound, so we could not hear it."
"That is unfortunate. It will make communication more difficult," said Peraia.
"I can build a device that also picks up and emits sounds in infra- and ultrasound."
"That would be good. Preferably mobile and connected via the helmet radio."
"I can manage that."
"Then off to the lab with you. We need a device like that as soon as possible."

The main screen switched on. Peraia was standing right in front of it with the Orb. Aloisius guarded them from behind with a blaster in his hand, while Monica examined the Orb's spacesuit. If they managed to understand the nanobots and cloaking technology, it would go a long way to advancing the Empire's technology.
Peraia did not feel particularly comfortable. She was within range of the alien and knew that they could not completely disarm him. His entire body was a weapon. But they needed answers, and the Orb did not seem particularly aggressive. Would that change when no one was aiming at him from behind? Certainly. If someone had abducted them into an alien spaceship, they would have taken the first chance to escape. They simply had to keep him under control.
She was not surprised that the horror stories about the Orb turned out to be false. He had neither burst their eardrums nor hypnotically forced them to hand over their weapons. The alien did not move supernaturally fast and apparently could not read minds.
Unfortunately. It would have made communication much easier. Peraia zoomed in on the planet and the station in orbit and rewound time with a gesture. Again, missiles shot towards a fleeing ship and blasters tried to finish it off for good. The Orb watched intently, and when the fleeing ship suddenly disappeared, he pointed to the asteroid superimposed on the edge of the non-scale display.
"I know, my friend," Peraia said. "That was your goal. But what part did you play in it?"
The Orb replied with loud whistles. When she covered her ears, he lowered the volume. He had obviously realized that this was her hearing organ. Was it a scientist? Peraia recorded the entire meeting in the control center. Ruben would feed it into his speech processor later. It was important that at least the context was recognizable. Then an adaptive AI could perhaps reconstruct a translation from it.
Peraia tried the map. The Orb seemed very interested in it. First she showed him a few characteristic objects and gave him the Terran names for them. They looked at suns of different colors, planets of different sizes and shapes, black holes, galactic nuclei, moons, everything the universe had to offer. The Orb responded to the human words with whistles. Peraia was unable to imitate them. She could not whistle in four pitches at the same time, and certainly not in infra- or ultrasound. The Orb quickly learned how to use the map and suggested certain objects on its own.
However, the display often remained black if the coordinates were outside the sectors they had already mapped. This apparently frustrated the Orb to such an extent that a huge rumbling suddenly swept through the control center like the giant wave of a tsunami. Peraia was startled. That must be the hypnotic voice that was attributed to the Orb. It was obviously articulated differently from normal speech. Peraia did not understand it any more than the whistling. The Orb was apparently also startled by his outburst. He dropped his arms, pointed to his stomach and bent his knees until he was only slightly taller than her.
"Aloisius? Keep an eye on him, will you?"
"Sure thing, boss."
The Orb seemed peaceful, but she did not want any surprises. Peraia sat down in her chair and stretched out her legs. Then she pointed to the seat next to her. The Orb made a small jump and landed on the back of the neighboring seat. Peraia noticed long toes sprouting from its feet and wrapping around the backrest. The Orb bent its legs until the upper and lower parts of its legs were almost parallel and sat on its backside. It looked like a featherless chicken about to lay an egg. No longer like a menacing super warrior at all. Peraia smiled. The Orb opened its narrow mouth, protruding previously invisible lips and revealing the silver barbs that grew in a circle on the inside. One should never let an Orb lick their finger. She had just thought it was some kind of bird, but that was nonsense. She could not apply Terran standards to the Orb.
Soon they ran out of celestial objects. Peraia switched to the scientific databases. It quickly became clear that this Orb was definitely not a scientist. He still knew how to talk about basic concepts, such as Newton's laws, but when they came to relativity, he always whistled the same descending sequence, which Peraia soon interpreted as "I have no idea". It was a similar story with quantum physics. While the Orb was still searching for an answer, the strain visible in his narrowed eyes, Peraia imitated the whistle. The Orb slapped the back of its head. Presumably the gesture was meant to express enthusiasm - or was it mockery?
The Orb, on the other hand, knew a lot about orbital physics. Perhaps he was a pilot like her? He was able to show Hohmann transfers between different planets on the map or suggest energetically favorable orbits, with and without gravitational swing maneuvers. He had at least mastered the basics of chemistry.
Peraia had surprisingly little success with mathematics. Whenever she thought she had taught the Orb the ten Terran digits, he proved unable (or unwilling?) to do the math. At some point, her gaze fell on his seven fingers. Perhaps they were calculating in a system of seven or fourteen. Again, she found it difficult to simply switch to it. Ruben would probably have gotten further, but he was supposed to be building the speech processor.
Peraia was already thinking about how they should spend the night. They could not leave the Orb unguarded. None of the rooms on the Persephone were safe from its physical power. It seemed peaceful, but it was far too early to trust it. So they would have to take turns guarding him.
The Persephone interrupted her musings.
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The main screen automatically switched to a three-dimensional representation of the surroundings of the Orb's planet. The ship's control system must have classified what was going on there as extremely important.
And it was right. Peraia was not the only one who thought so; the Orb had also jumped off its perch and positioned itself in front of the map with its legs bent. With skillful gestures, he focused the display on the Lagrange point L4.
The giant Freighter. They had watched it arrive there. But the area around this point had changed. It was so covered in dust that a larger asteroid must have been pulverized there. At the same time, the area had become heated, and two warships were about to fly into the cloud. The two others that had previously been patrolling the orbit were missing, so they were probably already there.
The Orb kept tapping the cloud of dust hovering close in front of him in the holo-display.
"Should we fly there?" asked Peraia.
As always, the Orb replied with unintelligible whistling sounds. Suddenly it jerked around. Ruben stuck his head through a bulkhead. He pushed a bulky device in front of him that looked like the skeleton of a quantum computer. Was that the speech processor?
"You are just in time," Peraia said. "Is your device working?"
"Better and better," said Ruben. "At the moment, it can translate about two thirds of all sensory units. But it's learning. I have integrated the large language model of the Orb language directly into the quantum processor. It can now do nothing more than translate the two languages."
"What function did it have before?" asked Aloisius.
"It was the control computer for the guns. I assume that we're dead here anyway if we have to use them. And that's why we'd better stay in the background."
The Orb whistled a little.
"Cloud. Sand. Flight. Urgency," it sounded from the voice processor.
"What does that mean?" asked Peraia.
"I told you, it's about sense units. I use a stochastic model to assign an approximate meaning to the sound sequences."
"And what did the Orb say to us?" asked Peraia.
"We should fly to that cloud quickly, I think."
"You think?" She scratched her chin. "Cause reason flight," she then said.
Ruben's device emitted a few whistles. The Orb tightened, but then gave the whistle for "No idea."
"You have to talk to him normally," Ruben said. "Otherwise the stochastics won't work. The processor constructs a series of whistles that are most likely in response to your thoughts."
"Why should we fly to the cloud around the Lagrange point?" asked Peraia.
The speech processor whistled again. This time the Orb did not give up so quickly. It whistled a reply that lasted about three minutes.
"Church. Tree." the device spat out.
"Very few words for three minutes of whistling," said Peraia.
"Because you have not discussed this topic yet," Ruben explained.
Hmm. Church and tree. What was a tree doing at the Lagrange point? She thought of the Freighter. It was meant to transport a very large object. Church. Was it a concept like holiness in the broader sense, broken down to the experience of humanity? Could it be about a sacred tree?
"Saphyra?" asked Peraia.
The box whistled a few times.
"No idea," the Orb replied with its familiar gesture.
Of course it did. The Orb did not know the Terran term. Peraia switched to the archive. There had to be pictures of the Emperor's Saphyra. There. She enlarged the image.
The Orb flinched and made itself very small. It whistled a sequence.
"Church. Tree." Ruben's machine translated.
It was about a Saphyra. This was her chance to seize a sacred tree. The secrets of the Preservers would belong to humanity. Their advanced technology would make their species the successors of the Preservers.
"We have to go there," said Peraia. "With a bit of luck, we might get our hands on a Saphyra. We can explore it and solve the Preservers' riddles. That's the reason we came here."
She had never talked to Monica, Ruben and Aloisius about it, but no one was surprised. Apparently she had spoken often enough about her favorite subject - and about her frustration that her father had forbidden any research on the Empire's Saphyra. The stubborn old man.
"I'm just wondering how we're going to reach the Lagrange point unobserved," Aloisius said.
"The fold drive will take us anywhere," said Peraia.
"But then they will notice us," said Monica.
"They will anyway. There only seem to be these four battleships in the system. They cannot cloak in the dust cloud, so we have a real chance."
"I don't know..." said Aloisius. "We've already learned so much that would help humanity. If we fly home now and take the Orb with us, we will arrive as heroes."
"We have a unique opportunity to investigate a Saphyra. The secrets of the Preservers would put humanity at the forefront of all civilizations in the Milky Way. You don't think the Orb will be the last we encounter, do you?"
"When you put it that way... count me in," Monica said.
Peraia did not need them to agree. She was the commander. Still, she preferred to convince them.
"Ruben, the Preservers have definitely already developed the Grand Unified Theory."
"That's a bribe."
"That's not what I meant."
"I know, but it still works. I'm coming with you," said Ruben.
"Can I dissect an Orb too?" asked Aloisius. "The brain of this species must be extraordinary."
"I'm afraid there will be one or two deaths in the upcoming battle. So yes."
"Good, then you can count on me."
Peraia pointed at the cloud and mimicked the whistles that the speech processor had translated to "Church. Tree." The Orb hurled a storm of whistles at her, which Ruben's machine translated as "Urgency. Urgency. Urgency".

Quickly.
Peraia shook herself. She had to get rid of the effects of the jump. A clear head was important now. Nothing else mattered. She didn't look at her crew. There was no time for that. The ship's controls had automatically detected their next target. Peraia set the laser battery to it and put it into automatic mode. Whenever one of the weapons positioned throughout the ship fired a pulse, the light in the control center dimmed briefly.
She looked for the next enemy. It was a red shadow coming towards them. The movement in the dense dust had heated its hull. It was the perfect target for the Hellcat missiles, a special design made especially for Peraia. The Persephone only had room for a certain number, so the warheads had been fitted with anti-matter units. Their function was to pave the way for the actual explosive charge inside the target.
"We're under fire from behind," said Aloisius.
That was enemy number three. You will get your turn, too. Peraia let the first four missiles slide out of the launch bays. They immediately disappeared from the radar again, while the Persephone reported damage. Damn. The enemy had destroyed the missiles. The hard way, then. She sent all the remaining missiles at once in search of the target. Four reached their target. That was overkill. Shortly afterwards, the first enemy's engine exploded. She assigned the laser battery a new target.
The Orb whistled. It was an inopportune moment.
"Monica?"
"All clear."
Monica took up the watch on the Orb. It obviously had not shaken off the jump as well as a human.
"How long, Monica?"
"Three minutes."
Monica had understood her question. Unless this Orb was an outlier, in the statistical sense, this was a previously unknown vulnerability. After each jump, the Orb apparently took three minutes to recover.
The Orb whistled again.
"Thanks. Freighter. Tree. War."
Thanks? For the fact that they had just destroyed two Orb ships? Or had her specimen not noticed? Their current pursuer was persistent. He must have had it in his head to capture them alive. Presumably humans were just as much trophies for the Orb as the other way round. In any case, he kept firing at their engine, which had long since overheated. They had at most one minute left, but they could not manage to outrun the enemy.
They no longer had missiles. The rear lasers were ineffective. Peraia controlled the shuttles. They had two that had their own fold drive. There was no time to take them out first. If she managed to make them jump into the enemy ship, the result should be destructive enough. But it was difficult to enter the exact position. Peraia counted along. It took ten seconds for the enemy to reach her current position. It was simple: save position as target, ten, nine, eight ... two, one, jump. She saw in the camera image how the shuttle re-entered 3D space just before the enemy. It burst at the bow, but it was well armored. One more chance. Pass on the position. Ten, nine, eight ... three, two, one, jump! Eleven seconds. There was no sign of her shuttle, but the third enemy also exploded.
The Orb next to her let out a whistling tirade.
"Cunning. Success. Thanks. Tree. Church."
The Orb welcomed the fact that she was killing his kind. Not all aliens were the same.
The ship's control system issued a warning. The engine was unstable. Damn. Now, of all times, the fourth enemy pounced on them. It would have been the last. But they had no more missiles and no more tenders, and half of the laser batteries had failed.
Peraia's eyes grew moist. This was the end of the Persephone, and perhaps the end of her. But it could not be the end of the crew.
"Into the escape pods!" she ordered.
The crew now streamed to the escape pods on all three levels. They were cramped, but they held the entire crew. To prevent the enemy from seeing them as targets, they were unarmed and barely armored.
"You too!" Monica shouted.
Peraia shook her head. She still had an ace up her sleeve, a final, heavy weapon, the Persephone herself. She could knock any opponent out of the sky with it.
"It's no use," said Ruben. "Come with us."
"A captain is always the last to disembark," said Aloisius.
"Hey, are you crazy?" asked Monica. "She doesn't have to sacrifice herself."
"But that's not what I meant. You have to come with us."
The Orb whistled. "Attention," the interpreter translated.
Peraia was startled. On the main screen, the first escape pod had just disappeared in a cloud. They had shot down an escape pod!
The Orb put his arm around her and urged her to join the others.
"Accountability," he whistled. "Honor. Death."
Was he going to sacrifice himself for them? It certainly looked that way.
"Persephone, I am transferring the helm to our guest."
"Understood."
"It was nice working with you."
"I have no concept of nice."
Peraia sniffled. The ship's helm was a weak AI. Still, she had grown fond of it.
"Thank you for flying for me."
"I thank you for piloting me."
They were spun around. The Orb had taken a seat on the armrest of the seat and was steering Persephone with wild gestures. The two of them were getting on well.
"Come on now," Monica said.
"Thank you, nameless Orb," said Peraia, but Ruben had apparently already dragged the translator into the escape pod.
What was happening here was a mystery to her. Why had the Orb they had kidnapped sided with them? It must have something to do with the Saphyra. Peraia did not hurry to get into the escape pod. They would be shot down anyway. But Monica pulled her after her as fast as she could.
When the escape pod had detached from the ship, the Persephone made a hook and literally pounced on the last opponent. Peraia watched the scene through one of the portholes. The Persephone rushed towards the Orb ship. The Orb who was steering the ship got everything out of her. He must have been a captain, too. She was proud that he was steering her ship so skillfully. The Persephone would die a heroic death. However, the escape pod suddenly veered off so that she could no longer see the result of the maneuver.
The escape pod crashed onto the hard deck of the Freighter, bounced twice and then managed to drill into the metal with clamps. It was designed to land in difficult conditions. The straps cut deep into their spacesuits. Doors immediately burst open on the left and right, and they tumbled out. Someone fell to the ground right in front of Peraia. There was a black hole in his spacesuit. Someone was shooting at them! Monica dragged Peraia back before she could look for the killer. They hid in the escape pod for a moment.
"Shit, we can't stay here," said Aloisius, getting up and standing in the right-hand exit.
From there, he threw a stun grenade both forwards and backwards.
"Come on, come on!" he shouted.
It was madness. The blinding effect would not last long. It would not be easy to find cover. Aloisius ran anyway. Hopefully they would not lose him too! They had to take a chance. The rest of the crew left the vessel through both doors.
"Forward!" someone shouted.
They ran towards a building with an illuminated dome. Peraia had to jump over Orb corpses time and again. Aloisius would get his chance to dissect. The building was still a long way off when Peraia's vision suddenly went dark. Pain shot through her chest. She felt around. It was no laser beam or a blaster discharge that had hit her. It was not a heart attack either. It was an interminable time before she hit the deck of the Freighter. The huge ship had started its fold drive.
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"Stand. Peace. Threat."
The first words reached Pyrik before he could even open his eyes. They were strange words, the pitch reasonably accurate but uttered without emphasis. The speaker sounded like a dying man on his deathbed, stammering his last, incoherent words.
Pyrik activated his acoustic sense. He was surrounded on all sides - but clearly not by sun worshippers. He had never seen such small bipeds. They had to be so light they could barely keep their feet on the ground.
Two-Breathers. Of course. He remembered the escape pod that had landed. They must have made it this far. Apparently, they had the ability to wake up a short time after a jump. Perhaps they even witnessed it while conscious. That was the advantage of having a more primitive brain.
Pyrik reached for the blaster. It had fallen on him when Tsolak had fired the fold drive. Tsolakik was dead. The world was dark and empty without his friend.
"Threat. End. Threat. End."
The strange voice grew louder. The blaster! It had to be about his weapon. They had something against him drawing it. But it did not matter. Tsolakik was dead. His own existence had lost its meaning. The Two-Breathers were enemies. He could not let them have the ship. They were not allowed to take possession of the Starafa. He opened his eyes and unslung his weapon.
"End. End. Tree. Holiness. Protection."
Around him stood a total of eight Two-Breathers, pointing devices clearly recognizable as weapons at him and the officer. They were tiny, but their weapons were certainly no less deadly than his. He could not get them all, even if the officer helped him, standing a little wobbly on his two legs.
"End. End. Tree. Holiness. Protection."
Pyrik saw one of the Two-Breathers open his mouth. Although its face was much smaller than that of a sun worshipper, this organ was significantly larger than its equivalent. But together with the hook-shaped organ above it, it was also the only way for the Two-Breathers to get oxygen into their lungs. Hence their name. Whether they had skin respiration was unknown. However, experiments had shown that they were unable to survive underwater for longer than three minutes.
"End. End. Tree. Holiness. Protection."
They were patient. The Two-Breather who spoke had turned to the officer, who now had his weapon drawn as well. Pyrik could tell by the look on his face that he was hell-bent on firing it. He aimed at the speaker.
"Pyrik, you take the right four, I'll take the left," the officer whistled.
The strange voice uttered a few unintelligible words in the language of the Two-Breathers. It was a translator! The Two-Breathers must have managed to translate the whistling sounds of the sun worshippers! For years, all researchers had thought this impossible and had therefore made attempts to connect the brains of both species directly with each other. These primitive intelligences could not even hear their language properly because their acoustic sense was limited to a narrow range. The sounds they emitted sounded muffled and not very melodious. But it was a fallacy to think that they were only thinking dull thoughts because of this.
"Pyrik, what are you doing? Are you going to give up without a fight?" asked the officer, who seemed to be the only sun worshipper for miles around.
If anyone other than them had survived the fight and the jump, they were probably still on their way to headquarters. So the balance of power would not change any time soon. And if what the machine was saying was true?
"End. Tree. Holiness. Protection."
The speaker seemed to be losing patience. Or was he getting nervous because the officer was still aiming at him? Tree and holiness. Pyrik was almost certain that they were referring to the Starafa. They promised him protection for the sacred tree. Was that not why he had come here? Tsolakik had even died for it! Their deaths would be pointless. If they stayed alive, they could help protect the sacred tree.
"Pyrik, we cannot just hand over the ship to our enemies without a fight," the officer whistled. "With two of us, we have a realistic chance."
"They're offering to protect the Starafa," said Pyrik. "Do you not hear them? We have a duty to the sacred tree!"
"They are enemies," said the officer. "We are at war with them. We must not give them our precious cargo!"
Pyrik did not reply. The officer was unable to think beyond his horizon.
"So, will you help me now?" the officer asked.
It sounded almost pleading. He knew this would be his death, but he did not want to die alone. No one wanted that. Tsolakik had taken it upon himself to give him this chance.
"No, I cannot," he said.
"Pyrik, you traitor!" The officer jerked around and pointed his blaster at him. "Traitors must die!"
It was his logic. Pyrik did not even hold it against him, even if he was about to die from this logic. Because he could not. He could not kill this confused soul. That was his handicap.
Suddenly, the officer fell backwards. He simply collapsed. Several holes opened up in his chest. It was strange because the angle was wrong. Pyrik could no longer see his chest when he noticed dark blood pouring out. His mind was confused. Too many dead in too short a time. He dropped the weapon and vomited.

"Illness. Health," whistled the box next to him.
It was surely meant as a question.
"I am feeling much better," Pyrik replied.
He deliberately spoke normally and in complete sentences to give the machine a chance to learn. He was indeed hungry. Had the private not said something about a canteen?
He straightened up and looked around. The Two-Breathers had placed him on a soft, slightly sloping surface with two comfortable bars running along the edge. Should he move there? But it might worry them unnecessarily. He had no intention of causing any of them pain. They seemed to think so too, as four of them were sitting in a circle around him, so close together that he could finish them off with a single blow.
Another four Two-Breathers stood further back in the center. They used their weapons to keep a few soldiers at bay who had made themselves comfortable on the ground. The atmosphere was no longer as tense as it had been when the Two-Breathers had arrived, but it was not yet relaxed either. It would be his job to establish real peace.
Pyrik looked at the four surrounding him. They looked so much alike! How would he ever learn to tell them apart? There seemed to be two body types, though. The one talking to the box had a curved chest, as did the one with the particularly light-colored hair. The other two, on the other hand, had flat chests. Did they belong to two different species from the same family? If so, they must have acquired intelligence at around the same time. This must have been the case in the early history of the sun worshippers. But the moon worshippers had been much smaller and had therefore been wiped out by their larger competitors. The fact that they had found another way spoke in favor of the Two-Breathers.
"Hungry? Food?" asked the machine.
Pyrik whistled, "Yes," and the person in front of him waved to another. Then Pyrik repeated what he thought the Two-Breather had said. Three of his four guards opened their mouths and made high-pitched noises.
"Amusement," said the machine.
Oh. The creatures had shocked him in the extreme. He would still have a lot to learn. At best, he could learn the language of the Two-Breathers. They had sounds that were difficult for him because they sounded like small explosions. The northern people of the home world used an ancient singing technique that was similar to this.
A person he had never met before brought him a plate of Achash, a typical canteen food made from pongtoffels and soft fnuckel seeds. It was not normally eaten from a plate, but from a deep bowl, but he would teach the Two-Breathers these subtleties.
Pyrik adapted. He ate by opening his mouth and gripping the pongtoffels with his fangs. The Two-Breathers watched him. They seemed so fascinated that they forgot to breathe. After the meal, however, they did not leave him to allow him a few hectoseconds of digestion. It was rude, but they did not know any better. Pyrik tried to make his forestomach work quietly. He did not always succeed, however, as they had a fascinating conversation about the Starafa.
"Saphyra" is what the Two-Breathers called the sacred tree. Pyrik once managed to whistle the name correctly. Apparently, the Starafa was considered just as sacred in their realm as it was here. However, not every planet had a specimen. At this point, Pyrik became cautious. If the Two-Breathers found out about the wonderful effect the tree had on a planet's ecosystem, their greed might be aroused. On the other hand, what was the problem? The Starafa could be propagated by cuttings. All you needed was a little patience. There was no need to kidnap them. Unless you had any urgent questions. But what could they be? The officer was dead, and Pyrik doubted that any of the soldiers were in on it.
But where were they? Tsolakik had probably not been able to aim in detail before his death.
"Have you identified the system yet?" he asked.
The translator let out another muffled sound. The Two-Breather with the curved chest scratched their head.
"Unknown. Sun. Golden. Alone," the machine whistled.
An unknown system with a yellow dwarf at its center, where no other life form was to be found. Pyrik was getting better and better at interpreting the translations.
"Let us call it Candidate World 9X9," he whistled.
"Explanation. Soldiers. Friends." the translator replied.
The Two-Breather in front of him pointed to the soldiers who had survived the battle. He was obviously supposed to explain to them that they would be working together from now on. Pyrik agreed. It did not look like there was an alternative. Even the soldiers would understand.
The Two-Breather tapped him.
"Self." the translator whistled.
"Peraia." said the Two-Breather.
"Name." interpreted the machine.
Pyrik pointed to himself and whistled his name. The Two-Breather - Peraia - imitated the sound. It sounded like "Pyrk" because the human could not produce the ultrasonic sound. They probably had not even heard it. But that was okay. Pyrik whistled his name again. "Pyrk," Peraia replied.
"Come, Peraia," he whistled. "We will speak to the crew of the Freighter together."
He stood up and Peraia followed him to the back of the control center.
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FREIGHTER DAWN

"Sun. Rising. Expectation."
That was how Ruben's translator had interpreted the Orb designation for this ship.
"So, Dawn," Monica guessed.
It was a beautiful name. Peraia floated in front of a huge screen that showed the world below them almost like a large window. 9X9 was remarkably similar to Mars, albeit the original version before human colonization. But it had one advantage: because it was a little larger than Earth, it was able to maintain a proper atmosphere. It did not yet contain oxygen, but at least they would not need pressure suits down there. Simple breathing masks would suffice. Until - at some point - plants produced enough oxygen from the carbon dioxide available in sufficient quantities. None of them could imagine it, but Pyrk insisted that the Saphyra would be able to create this paradisiacal state in the foreseeable future.
It sounded unbelievable, but she trusted him. Or should she say "her"? The Orb were hermaphrodites. Each individual could become a father or a mother or both at the same time, which was probably the rule. In a stable relationship, both partners laid one or two eggs each, from which just as many children developed. It was fascinating, but the discovery that humans had different sexes must have seemed just as strange to the Orb. At first, Pyrk had even believed that they belonged to different species.
When she asked Pyrk, he had informed her he was neither father nor mother. In the Orb language, he was therefore addressed with a neutral pronoun. In general, this language seemed to have a very complicated structure. Different pronouns were also used depending on the degree of kinship and the difference in generation and age, as well as in professional dealings depending on the hierarchical level. This was probably a sign of how old the Orb civilization was compared to the human one.
"Peraia?"
It was Pyrk. He had probably come to pick her up. He was almost perfect with her name.
"Shuttle. Waiting."
He switched to the translator. The words came from his back. They now had mobile versions of the device that could be put on like a backpack. The language model had probably even grown, so Ruben could not transfer it to even smaller technology.

In the shuttle, she took a seat next to two Orb, who politely slid a little closer together to give her more space. The relationship was still distant because they were such strangers. But there was no more aggression. Two days after the jump, a thorough examination of the Freighter revealed that the fold drive had been irrevocably destroyed. For the giant Freighter, it was so large that it could not simply be replaced or even repaired.
So they had to rely on each other, because the Persephone had also been left behind in the system, which she now knew was called 6P6. How might her ship have fared? Pyrk had shown her records of the battles, but they were not clear. The Persephone was at least badly damaged. If at least the conventional drive was still working, she would have tried to disembark, if only to avoid an investigation by the Orb. If she could no longer locate a crew member, she would have made her way home alone, like a horse that had lost its rider.
Peraia imagined the Persephone returning to the Empire as a ghost ship - everyone would think she was long dead. The military would pounce on the contents of the databases and use everything they could get their hands on against the Orb. They would finally be able to decode the Orb's messages. They would exploit the weakness of Orb failing for at least half an hour after jumps. They would perfect their strategies to overload the Orb ships' cloaking devices. But that was not the worst possible end. If the enemy threatened to take possession, their beloved Persephone had orders to destroy herself.
Peraia sighed. She could not think too much about her wonderful ship. After all, she had achieved her goal - she could now research the Saphyra to her heart's content.
"Health? Illness?" her neighbor's translator asked.
The Orb must have taken her sigh as a sign of discomfort. It was very kind of him to ask. Perhaps one day they would manage to work together not as Orb and humans, but as different individuals with a common goal. That gave her hope for the war that was still raging. Weren't the Never a big enough threat for everyone?
"I am doing very well," she replied, "I am glad we can work together."

When they arrived at their destination, their anticipation evaporated. The Saphyra was in a terrible state. Pyrk seemed to be in a similar state. He stood with slumped shoulders and arms folded behind his body in front of the trunk, which had turned gray. The Orb had erected scaffolding around the plant, holding it vertically. The entire area was under a glass dome. Peraia saw how far above her two Orbs were busy clearing the dome of the planet's desert sand, which a fresh easterly wind kept bringing in.
This skeleton of a plant was supposed to turn the desert planet into a paradise? Pyrk could no longer believe it himself. Peraia now knew how he got here and what sacrifices he had made. Peraia herself had lost two thirds of her crew, but her immediate friends had survived. Nevertheless, Pyrk was the undisputed leader of this hopeless project, and the remaining Orb soldiers were also subordinate to him. It was probably because he always gave the impression that he had a promising plan.
What was their plan? Peraia looked at the sacred tree. She was the emperor's daughter, but that was of no consequence here. Perhaps she was simply meant to help this specimen of Saphyra survive. It had taken some doing to get her to this place. But given the lack of alternatives, it seemed fate was keeping her here as long as necessary.
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CANDIDATE WORLD 9X9

Pyrik opened the door of the glass house where the Starafa grew. A child came towards him, half running, half flying. Pyrik just managed to dodge it. In doing so, he tripped over a root. But he did not hold it against the little one. Children's wings were still strong in relation to their body size, often too strong, as they still had to learn to find their way in the world.
A month ago, he would have been terrified if a child without a mask had rushed past him into the open air. Today, the oxygen concentration near the ground was already high enough, at least for the sun worshippers, who could also absorb oxygen through their skin. The humans, on the other hand, were still using masks.
In general, they did not yet seem to feel as comfortable on this new world as their fellow species. While most of the sun worshippers had already reproduced, the humans made no attempt to do so. And if they did, they kept it a secret. Pyrik had once accidentally caught Peraia and Ruben performing a ritual that he thought was for procreation, but instead of rejoicing in it with him, they had asked him not to tell anyone. Of course, he had not complied. It was not something to keep to yourself!
Pyrik made his way into the jungle that had spread through the glass house. Peraia herself kept clearing the paths of undergrowth with a blaster, but it never lasted long. Nature was simply too fertile in the immediate vicinity of the Starafa.
He knew exactly where she was. Peraia spent most of the day at the root of the sacred tree. In the first few weeks, she had deployed a whole battery of instruments to extract the plant's secrets. Pyrik was reminded of his own efforts. He had told her about the discontinuity near the root, but to his disappointment she had shown him that it was a simple measurement error. When signal transit times were measured incorrectly, vessel walls got in the way, distorting the signal.
Oh well. He no longer had any professional interest in researching the Starafa. He was now in charge of an entire planet, even if it was only populated by a few sun worshippers and seemed to be off all known trade routes. Ruben had managed to determine their approximate position. The sector here was relatively close to the Empire, but not in the direction Peraia had supposedly come from, but further towards the center of the Milky Way. It was an area that neither humans nor sun worshippers had yet explored or even colonized.
At some point, the time would come. Pyrik hoped that he would live to see it. 9X9 could be the first planet where sun worshippers and humans lived together peacefully. Peraia had promised him that she would also work towards this. But she did not know if they could get their way any more than he did. Peraia was, after all, the emperor's daughter, but who was he? A second-class analyzer who had turned against those in power. Maybe he actually had to try to build defenses here too.
"Hey, Pyrk!"
Pyrik flinched. Peraia had suddenly stepped out from behind a bush. He understood her quite well by now. All he had to do was add the highest and lowest tones to her whistles - turn Pyrk into Pyrik.
"What can I do for you?" she asked.
As soon as things got more complicated, most people switched to their usual language. Only Aloisius was very stubborn and had a special whistle made especially for him, which produced the necessary inaudible sounds.
"I wanted to see how you were doing," said Pyrik.
"Great. So your pronunciation. You have improved a lot in the last two weeks that we haven't seen each other. You are probably very musical."
"Thanks, it has been eight weeks."
"Eight weeks?"
"In which we have not seen each other."
"Oh, that long? Time flies." said Peraia.
"Your friends have not seen you either. They are worried."
"Worried? And then they asked you to come and see me?"
"No, Peraia. I came of my own accord. What is going on? Are you all right?"
In recent weeks, Peraia had had the existing measuring devices removed. But no new ones had been added. Others had told Pyrik that Peraia had spent the whole day lying on the root and staring at the roof of the glass house. He was worried.
"Yes, I am fine," she said.
"Really?"
"Considering the circumstances. I have exhausted all my resources. Now I have no more ideas on how to unlock the secret of the Saphyra."
"Maybe there is no secret. It is a beautiful tree and a perfect machine. A gift from the Preservers to all who can appreciate it."
"And the green light spectacle it sometimes puts on?"
Pyrik had once caused such a show himself. It had been beautiful, and he had never managed it again. Peraia had managed it twice in her time here. But there was no safe way to get there. It seemed like the plant just felt like it from time to time, and perhaps that was the answer to Peraia's question. But Pyrik knew she would not accept that answer, so he said nothing.
"You do not know either," she stated.
"No."
"Then I will keep looking."
"That is your nature, I suppose. But promise me you will come out of this jungle once in a while, too. We miss you."
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CANDIDATE WORLD 9X9

"How are you getting on with your work, Aloisius?"
The neurologist looked at her with narrowed eyebrows. Peraia had hardly shown any interest in his work so far. She felt bad. He was happy about the attention, but she just wanted to use him.
"I am genuinely interested," she said, and his face brightened.
He told her about the computer-brain interfaces he had adapted to humans and Orb. All legal, of course, but still so promising! He talked himself into excitement while Peraia tuned out and thought about Pyrk's visit the other day. He had only given her the idea when he reminded her of her friends. She had taken Aloisius with her for a reason - he had not only wanted to analyze the brains of humans and Orbs, but even connect them together. Surely he still had the necessary technology for that.
"... and then I found standing waves that connect the nerve areas in the Orb's joints. They don't just think with their heads, but with all their joints! Can you imagine that? That's why it's not enough to shoot them in the head. Well, not that we can... Are you listening to me?"
"You want to shoot them in the head?"
"No, not now! I want to know more about..."
"Aloisius, please excuse my question. But I need to know. It has nothing to do with a lack of trust in you."
"Huh?"
"Have you pursued your experiments with sequestration nanonics?"
Aloisius froze. He had been imprisoned for this research. And now the commander was asking him about it. That had to be a shock to him.
"I do not want to make a fuss about it, truly. I want to use it for myself!"
"But, Peraia, that's..."
"... extremely illegal. In the Empire. We are far from home here."
"But you cannot ... No one here is terminally ill or would make themselves available for such an experiment."
Now things were getting more serious. Aloisius' scientific interest was obviously undiminished.
"I am talking about myself."
His eyes widened, then he laughed.
"It doesn't work like that. You cannot control yourself remotely."
"It's about me and the Saphyra."
"Whew."
He was obviously shocked, but not repulsed.
"Would you help me with this?"
"Well, the Saphyra is not a rational creature, for all we know. Legally, it's no different than bonding you to a stone. I won't have any problems with that. I'm assuming that you're doing this completely voluntarily."
"You can assume that. Who would force me?"
"Good." Aloisius inhaled noisily. "You are aware of the risks?"
"In the worst case, it could sizzle my consciousness away."
"I think that is extremely unlikely, but it really can't get any worse."
"Then we are in agreement."
Peraia held out her hand and the neurologist took it.
"When do you want to start?"
"Preferably right away. Otherwise, I might talk myself out of it."

The glass house loomed in front of them. Peraia was lugging a huge backpack. Aloisius had two bags that he had to set down again and again. The reason she wanted it done today was that Pyrk, Monica and Ruben were helping to gut the old ship in the Freighter today. The materials were needed down here to build new houses, workshops and laboratories. That way, no one would even try to talk her out of the experiment.
"Here, come in!"
Peraia held the outer door open for the neurologist. She had cleared the way to the root. Three minutes later, they reached the plant.
"It's doing well again," said Aloisius.
"Yes, it has been for some time."
"Where is the best place to plug you in?"
"Hmm, what's the ideal place?"
"We should have good access to the electrical impulses."
Peraia felt the bark. It was almost a meter thick. Drilling a hole was out of the question. She put her head back. The first branches with leaves were about twenty meters up. She pointed at them.
"No, not a chance, I'm not climbing up there. And how are we supposed to transport the hardware?"
"Come on," Peraia said, leading him around the tree.
There was a freight elevator which she had used to be able to examine the Saphyra at all heights.

"Now lie down," said Aloisius.
She leaned backwards and caused the leaf to wobble.
"Please don't," said the neurologist. "I hate that."
She had already found it difficult to get him to step onto the leaf. It was certainly three by six yards, but it was only suspended from a thin stem, and if you got too close to the outside, it would snap or at least bend. They had made themselves comfortable near the main artery. Aloisius did his best not to get too close to the edge. He consistently moved on his knees.
"Are you comfortable?" he asked.
"Yes. Like in bed."
That was a bit of an exaggeration, but she did not have such a great view in her bed either.
"You need to relax now."
"Got it. I am relaxing."
"I'll activate the translator. The device has to learn first. It could be that you don't feel anything at first or everything feels overwhelming. Don't let that put you off."
"Okay. So you're assuming that there will be contact?" Peraia asked.
"At least that's how you will feel. There's always some kind of contact. But it might also be with yourself. That happens especially when there's nothing on the other side."
He wanted to tell her that it probably was in their case.
"Is that a problem?" she asked.
"You had mentioned sizzling away as the worst consequence."
"I remember."
"It was only a few hours ago. Well, making contact with yourself can develop recursively. You keep reconnecting with yourself. A recursion like that keeps accelerating and then..."
"Then I burn out."
"So to speak. Of course, I try to prevent that by disconnecting when there is particularly high active. But it could be too late by then."
Peraia took a deep breath. Then so be it. But the plant had to have a consciousness. It could answer so many questions! Perhaps it was completely different from hers. That was the danger and the opportunity.
"Enough talk," she said, "Let's get started."

Peraia was freezing. She was completely alone. Nothing existed - nothing but her. She was aware of her existence. But that changed nothing.
Until the collision happened. Something hit her from behind, unexpectedly. It scratched her skin and now there was no stopping it. She flowed out of herself, poured into the void, filling it with a universe that grew and grew. Her body clumped together into stars, crystallized into planets and moons and seeded itself as life.
This is how the Preservers came into being. Peraia heard the sentence as if someone was reading it aloud from a book. The narrator had a medium-high voice that sounded completely unfamiliar to her. Suddenly she was lifted up. She knew it was him. He threw her into the air, just as her father had once done when he had had time for her. Peraia cheered. She liked the nursemaid. But she preferred to be thrown by her father.
Then she fell, again as an adult. She fell from the clouds and crashed into a golden city made up of golden houses built in parks of golden trees. Between them walked golden creatures whose forms changed nonstop.
This is us, the Preservers, said the voice. We are made of gas, but we could be anything. But that was too much. We were bored. We had already reshaped the universe. All the scientific facts were known to us, and we had experienced all the joys there were to experience. We were not happy.
The picture was changing. The world was changing. Peraia was hovering close above a golden tree when she saw it: a cloud surrounded the tree, penetrated it and disappeared. The tree seemed to stretch its trunk. The golden color of its leaves turned green.
The voice had also disappeared. There should be no further explanation, but there was no need. The Saphyra were not the Preservers' gift, or not only. They were the Preservers. Everything was clear. Only one question remained. An invitation, and it was addressed to Peraia, still hovering as a cloud over the last remaining tree. It was an offer. She did not have to accept it. Peraia had no idea what would happen if she decided to accept it. And how long would the offer last? No one could tell her, because she was alone. She would also remain alone. Alone among the Preservers, who had been bringing planets to life for millions of years as Saphyras. If they allowed it.
It was too soon. She had not even finished the thought when her eyes opened.



AROUND THE CAMPFIRE
Dear readers,
I hope you enjoyed this excursion into another world as much as I did. Peraia and her team were the brainchild of my colleague Joshua Tree, with whom I have been friends for so long that we even founded a publishing house together, A7L Books. There we only publish what we like ourselves, partly in German and partly in English. There are no external guidelines. Nor did I have any when I wrote Book 4 of The Last Fleet - apart from the appearance of the Orb, which already played a role in Book 2, and the characters you met, at least those who were already introduced in Book 3.
So if you want to know the full background, you will have to read Books 1 to 3. But my book in the Tree-universe was also designed from the beginning to work as a stand-alone novel. I hope I succeeded in telling an exciting story about the clash between two civilizations - and about the heavy efforts to reach an understanding in the end, despite all the differences.
Now we have to wait and see what the humans and the Orb make of these conditions. If you are interested, the upcoming novels in the nine-part series will tell us. Book 5, written by Dominik Meier (who incidentally also happens to publish with A7L Books), will be available to pre-order soon.
Before you go, though, I would like to invite you to review this book. The stars under the book title are ultimately what convince other readers to give a book a chance. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.
hardsf.de/links/3329018
As always, if you subscribe at hardsf.de/fortsetzung/, you will receive a color illustrated version of the little introduction to successful camouflage that our crew member Ruben Kardaschenko personally wrote. I thank him very much for this kind gesture, as it is the Orb cloaking technologies that have become the most sought-after commodity for technology transfer.
Best regards
Brandon Q. Morris



INTRODUCTION TO SUCCESSFUL CLOAKING
Anyone who has never seen a huge Orb cylinder emerge from the darkness of space as if it had sprung straight from the darkest hell has never truly felt fear. I have witnessed it, not just once, and I can assure you, dear reader, that you don't even have to know anything about the destructive quality of Orb weapons to be struck by this primal fear, to feel strangled by it and to finally succumb to it with terror in your heart.
Well, my dear colleague, Aloisius, who has peer-reviewed this essay, draws my attention to the fact that there are indeed people who can shake off this fear. Our commander is one of them, but she is also the emperor's daughter. I myself am of civilian descent and can assure you that I am by no means exaggerating the effect of this fear on us normal people.
But enough preamble. In the following, I will summarize what we have discovered about the cloaking techniques used by the Orb and others. I assure you that everything is scientifically proven. I will of course indicate where I am speculating.
To the Emperor!
Ruben Kardashenko
The Principles of Cloaking
For centuries, invisibility cloaks and cloaking fields have been nothing more than the stuff of archaic legends and modern myths. Even the ancient German knight Siegfried wore one, as did the Greek underworld god Hades (in the form of a helmet) or even the fictional Romulan starships - the legendary cloak of invisibility that protects them from the gaze of others. Heroes, as well as villains like the Orb, rarely get by without a game of hide-and-seek - and no matter how times change, there is one particular item that everyone's favorite heroes need to be able to hide from prying eyes. For some time now, scientists have been looking for ways to make it more difficult to observe objects.
The principle seems simple: if I don't want anyone to see me, all I have to do is guide the light around me as if I was not even there. And it was even possible to put this approach into practice in the 20th century - in aircraft, for example, which were coated with special materials so that they barely reflected radar beams. Such stealth aircraft were almost invisible to the enemy's radar eyes. However, they could still be identified with the naked eye. This illustrates the general problem with this technology: It often only works in certain areas of the spectrum.
How can these ranges be extended? We need electronics, or even better: its further development, nanonics.
If you want to prevent an object from being detected in the scanner, you simply need to be able to move electromagnetic fields around without interference. All fields, that's the catch. So far, not even the Orb, who are unable to conceal gravitational fields, have managed this. The scientists are relying on so-called metamaterials, which in general terms are substances whose properties are not based on their chemical composition, but on their fundamental structure. Metamaterials have become famous because of a property that has not been found in naturally occurring substances: their negative refractive index.
If you paid attention to physics at school, you may remember this sentence: "The angle at which the wave is incident on the surface equals the angle at which it is reflected." In more general terms, we learned that when light passes from one substance to another, it is always reflected in such a way that it leaves the substance on the opposite side of a perpendicular falling on the exit point. The exact size of the angle is determined by the so-called refractive index, which should always be positive. But not with metamaterials.
However, this is not the only special feature that can be "built into" such materials. It can be shown mathematically (I will spare you the trouble in this case) that, in principle, all properties of the electromagnetic field can be specifically changed with such materials. In order for anything to be concealed, the permittivity (how strongly a material reacts to electric fields) and the permeability (how strongly a material reacts to magnetic fields) in the concealing material must be able to change continuously and within wide limits.
Ideal invisibility devices are impossible because of the wave nature of light, but the inaccuracies of invisibility can be arbitrarily reduced to hide objects much larger than the wavelength of light. However, a cloaking device constructed in this way initially only works at a certain wavelength - unless it is possible to significantly reduce the dependence of the (negative) refractive index of the medium on the wavelength. The Orb have solved this problem almost perfectly.
No Cloaking Fields
Secondary literature often refers to "cloaking fields" in this context. There are no cloaking fields. What we see when our battlecruisers succeed in at least scratching the cloak of an Orb ship is exactly that: a localized failure of the cloak caused by an overload of the corresponding devices on the hull.
The shimmering and billowing that some gunners claim to have observed is nothing more than an optical illusion. In this respect, we cannot speak of a collapse of the cloaking field.
Cloaking Light
Currently, Terran nanonics are still significantly inferior to those of the Orb. We therefore propose the construction of a kind of "cloaking light". Such a device does not work in a single step: to make an object invisible, it is necessary to prevent the reflection of electromagnetic radiation from said object - but also to create an alternative image. The illusion is only complete if the background of the object can be seen instead of a black hole.
Why don't we make a good thing out of necessity? Our suggestion: We dispense with the second part of the process, so we don't laboriously recreate the background. Instead, we simply project the "waste" of the first part of the process into the area - distorted ghost images whose appearance does not conceal the original object, but distracts the observer from it. Basically, these are cloaking devices like those already used by the imperial military for missile defense - but these ghost images are purely virtual.
What exactly they look like could be determined when designing the cloaking device. It would also be possible to use an empty point as the target of the transformation - the ghost images would still appear.
We cannot conceal another problem: under normal conditions, objects give themselves away not only through normal observation, but also through their shadows. To avoid this, it is important to adapt the optical properties of the cloaking device particularly well to the medium in which it is located.
Cloaking Sound
Metamaterials that make this kind of hide-and-seek possible are not only available for light. They can also be constructed for sound waves. However, the sense of hearing differs from sight in one small detail: it is primarily based on picking up the sound waves emitted by an object. In contrast, we can only see an object (which is not itself luminous) if it reflects light waves. And this is precisely what the concepts for optical cloaking devices protect against.
In acoustics, the problem is much more complicated. A cloaking device could ensure that an object no longer reflects sound waves. However, the technology is powerless against sound waves emitted by this object. The movie hero who steps on a twig will still betray himself to the evil henchmen. Nevertheless, the technology is also interesting for practical applications. Above all for the military: warships hunt submarines with active sound detection, sonar, and torpedoes aim at their targets using sonar. If it were possible to prevent the sound from reflecting off the submarine, the detection screens of the search ships would remain blank.
The concept is based on so-called sonic crystals, which have little to do with crystals in the physical solid-state sense. Instead, they consist of asymmetrical arrangements of sound wave-scattering cylinders made of two different materials. In this way, the mass anisotropy required for an acoustic metamaterial is achieved. Compared to optical cloaking, this technology has the advantage that it is hardly dependent on wavelength - from a certain initial frequency, which is determined by the properties of the cylinders, it affects the entire spectrum. It is also relatively tolerant to manufacturing deviations in the metamaterial.
Cloaking Time
Another exciting cloaking possibility concerns a very special dimension of our space-time: time itself. Could it be possible to create a time hole? As far as we know, this is a technology that is not yet widespread among the Orb. Perhaps the term time pause is a better description of the principle. As physics knows (even if it contradicts everyday logic), an event that cannot be proven has not taken place. No cause without effect. If we succeed in ruling out proof, the event would be perfectly hidden in time.
We need to expand a little on this. How do events of any kind make themselves known to the observer? By causing an electromagnetic wave (or influencing it in a characteristic way) - generally speaking. This wave expands at the speed of light c. However, c depends on the material and can therefore be manipulated within very wide limits. The trick is to accelerate the front part of the wave while stretching the rear part. In fact, experimental technology has long been capable of such tricks. This leaves a gap, albeit a short one. Everything that happens in it will never be proven. However, a skeptical observer would notice the manipulation of the light, so you then have to go the other way around and accelerate the rear part of the wave while slowing down the front part.
The biggest problem with this technique is the high speed of the light. At a typical laboratory distance of 15 millimeters, the time horizon for which an event becomes invisible is just 50 picoseconds, i.e. 50 trillionths of a second. In addition, the effect is dependent on angle and polarization - the observer cannot assume an arbitrary position. However, if you could extend the distance to 15 yards, you would have 50 billionths of a second to commit a crime. For distances in the range of a few minutes of light, the technology could be very useful.
Cloaking Data
People have been keeping secrets since time immemorial. The Spartans tried to hide what our oldest ancestors were still whispering to each other with the scytale: a wooden stick around which a leather band with the message was wrapped in a spiral. Depending on the thickness of the stick, different strips of the ribbon lay next to each other, making the message legible. To decode the message, the recipient needed a stick that was identical to the sender's scytale. The disadvantage of this method is that the presence of a secret message is easily recognizable. This inevitably spurs people's curiosity and inventiveness - and so every encryption algorithm has been broken at some point.
Steganography circumvents this by hiding the very existence of a message. This is similar to the inconspicuous messenger who carries the secret letter around in his coat pocket instead of chartering an armored stagecoach, which virtually attracts robberies due to its screaming importance. The code is hidden in a large amount of useless data according to a sophisticated procedure. This works as long as the attacker has no suspicion and no idea what is being smuggled past him.
Physics offers better protection than the enemy's cluelessness. The idea is to influence the detectability of an event (or secret), which is always transmitted via electromagnetic waves. If you succeed in accelerating the front part of the wave while stretching the back part, a gap (albeit short) remains. Everything that happens in this tiny moment remains invisible for all time and has therefore basically not happened.
In order for the process to be applied to typical technical communication processes, the engineers only need to increase the switching speed accordingly. This is more complicated than expected due to the properties of the metamaterials, but there is an alternative: we simply switch a whole series of such time holes one after the other. At a data rate of 40 Gbps, the concealable time window could be extended to almost half the total time.
Tip: As always, if you register at hardsf.de/continue/, you will receive a color illustrated version of the short introduction to successful cloaking, written by our crew member Ruben Kardaschenko himself.



TIMELINE
2035: The Ares crew sets foot on Mars for the first time. The international mission by NASA, ESA, SpaceX and a dozen partner countries launches a new space race.
2040: Mining of subcrustal resources on the Moon by a Western space alliance and China begins.
2042: Founding of Luna Mining Corporation, which buys all mining sites and rights from the Western alliance in return for exclusive supply contracts, following a fatal accident involving six NASA astronauts.
2044: First stable nuclear fusion at the LFTR experimental reactor in Virginia using tritium-deuterium fusion.
2045: ESA's Proximity spacecraft, in collaboration with the private space company Deep Space Mining, succeeds in diverting the asteroid '2008 BR-44', popularly known as 'Braun' after its discoverer Justine Braun, from its orbit around the Sun towards Earth.
2050: Braun reaches its target orbit around Earth and Deep Space Mining begins mining its ores and minerals. Beginning of the 'asteroid race' as a result of which more and more resource-rich celestial bodies are directed into high Earth orbit over two decades.
2052: Lighting Gale, a subsidiary of Luna Mining Corporation, unveils its first working fusion reactor on Earth's satellite, based on helium-3 fusion and enabling the construction of more compact small reactors.
2055-2080: Spurred by an enormous economic boom triggered by increasingly efficient fusion reactors, space technologies and massive resource surpluses, exploration of the outer solar system begins with manned missions to Jupiter and its moons, Saturn and Neptune.
2062: After hackers succeed in infiltrating the Pentagon by means of a highly developed AI and in remotely commandeering a B-21 bomber, which can only be intercepted at the last second, the Turing Agreement is signed as a result of a catastrophe that was only narrowly averted. This agreement outlaws the development of strong artificial intelligence and places corresponding start-ups and research projects under strict state supervision. All UN member states are signatories.
2065: Founding of the outer colonies on Jupiter's moons Ganymede and Europa and Saturn's Enceladus. Initially, these are small research outposts of little significance.
2070: The Explorer Incident: In orbit around Jupiter's moon, Io, a conflict between the American ship Explorer and the Chinese Tianlong occurs that remains unexplained to this day, resulting in the Explorer disappearing without a trace. This almost leads to a war between NATO and China on Earth, which is prevented at the last minute by the Napier Treaty. This treaty stipulates that there must be no armaments in the solar system outside of Earth and that inspectors must be granted access to relevant facilities in the course of mutual monitoring.
2073: The People's Republic of China collapses within months as toxic rain floods vast areas of the impoverished West and the central government in Beijing withholds aid from the military for several days. A national uprising and prolonged consolidation struggles ensue, from which the Central Kingdom will not be able to recover for decades.
2074: The international Martian colonies unite and declare independence from their homelands on Earth. The U.S. sends the USS Nimitz, the just-completed first warship in the solar system, after the Napier Treaty collapses with the collapse of China. The suppression of the colonist revolt fails when the Nimitz breaks up due to a navigational error in the Martian atmosphere. The entire crew, including fifty Marines and a high-ranking government official, are killed. Six months later, President Wilcox and the heads of state of fifty other countries sign the Earth-Mars Pact, which pledges free exchange of science, the supply of vital products from Earth to the red planet, and the independence of the Martian colonies.
2075: The Red Science Consortium (RSC) is founded as the legal successor to the Mars Colonies and signatory to the Earth-Mars Pact.
2078: After decades of natural disasters resulting from an out-of-control climate crisis, eighty nations of Earth join together within the United Nations to form a federal state to deal with the economic damage and accelerate the removal of CO2 from the atmosphere.
2081: Founding of the Outer Colony Coalition (OCC) as the political representative body of the lunar colonies of Jupiter and Saturn. Conclusion of free trade and alliance treaties with United Nations and RSC.
2084: The deep space probe Frontier, tasked with exploring Sol's heliosphere, encounters an extraterrestrial artifact within the heliopause nearly twelve billion miles from the Sun.
2086: The Frontier artifact is claimed by the UN and placed under military control. As a result, all of Earth's remaining nation-states join the federal alliance.
2086: Establishment of the unified government, Government Central (GovCentral) as the UN's supreme governing body and dominant power in the solar system.
2089: Jupiter Bank established on Jupiter's Remus habitat as an extraterritorial enterprise with participation by all factions: United Nations of Earth, RSC of Mars, and OCC of the outer colonies.
2092: After years of secret research on the alien Frontier artifact, GovCentral announces that it is a probe that has a novel propulsion system, but it is inoperable.
2094: UN Defense Department engineers at Armstrong Fleet Base on Luna succeed in deciphering and reverse engineering the Frontier probe's propulsion system.
2098: With the help of the Red Science Consortium, construction of a new type of transport medium begins. The hyperspace slingshot is based on the replicated alien technology and is capable of enclosing smaller objects in a normal space bubble and catapulting them through subspace to distant locations without any loss of time.
2100: In the first successful test of the hyperspace slingshot, a twenty-centimeter diameter experimental probe is sent from Luna to Jupiter's Remus habitat and emerges at the destination point without loss of time.
2100-2150: Due to massive research efforts and rekindled interest in interstellar exploration, the first jump engines for larger ships are developed and the possible diameters of so-called 'subspace vacuoles' increase exponentially. Entire fleets of prospectors are sent out to explore and map distant solar systems after the gateway to the stars is opened.
2160: First Colonist Wave: Forty colony ships built over ten years in the orbital shipyards of Earth and Mars leave Sol and jump to neighboring systems with terra-compatible worlds after intensive research and exploration. Founding of the first human colony, New Eden, and thirty-nine others later known as 'Core Worlds'.
2175: Discovery of the Orb. When the prospector ship Rheinland encounters a system on the edge of explored territory that has long puzzled explorers due to physical anomalies, it scans a planet completely covered in metallic structures that emits no radio or gravity waves. During its research flight, the Rheinland is destroyed in an unexplained manner, but is able to send a rescue signal.
2175-2180: Discovery of more systems under the rule of the Orb, the name given by newsfeeds to the mysterious aliens due to unexplained light phenomena reported shortly before their destruction, according to the black box of the Rheinland.
2180-2200: Concerned about a conflict with the Orb, a period of massive armament by the UN, Mars and the outer colonies begins.
2184: Realizing that humanity is apparently not alone and that first contact with the Orb ended violently, the UN, RSC, and OCC join together to form the Solar Union, which all colonies in now over sixty systems join in the following years in hopes of protection and prosperity.
2186-2200: Second Colonist Wave: To address the growing overpopulation on Earth, more colonist ships are sent to colonize terra-compatible planets in the Solar Union frontier. Since GovCentral, as the governing body of Earth, can hardly cope with the growing criminality in the arcologies, it is decided to make far-reaching changes to the penal legislation, so that even minor offenses can result in forced deportation. Thus, the second wave of colonists is colloquially referred to as the 'inmate wave'. After initial unrest, GovCentral makes concessions in the form of paid family relocation for the convicts. Thus, within fourteen years, over one billion colonists leave.
2201: Establishment of the Corporate Council by the five most powerful corporate conglomerates of the Solar Union: Alpha Corporation, Dong Rae, Ruhr Heavy Industries, Yokatami, and Luna Mining Corporation become permanent members of the body, which is granted far-reaching powers by the Solar Union due to its economic power. As veto holders within the council, they are allowed to manage their own corporate sites, maintain their own police forces and enact their own laws in a limited form. A phase of accelerated liberalization of the economic system begins.
2204: When all diplomatic efforts of the Solar Union fail, open war breaks out between the hostile colonies of Arcturus and Kerhal. The Solar Navy, thinly scattered by the just-completed second wave of expansion, arrives too late as ships from the Arcturus colony completely devastate Kerhal with antimatter bombs, rendering it uninhabitable for centuries.
2205: Exclusion of Arcturus from the Solar Union for one hundred years. Complete blockade of the planet.
2206: Law is passed banning antimatter weapons. Ratification by all colonies and the Corporate Council.
2210: Discovery of the Kerrhain system and its asteroid belt with unusual object density. Start of plundering of the system by the Luna Mining Corporation.
2212: Beginning of Union-wide smuggling of Assai, a weed harvested on Kerrhain. The potent hallucinogen is banned that year, and Kerrhain is colonized and controlled by a military administration established by the Solar Union to stop the illegal trade.
2224: The first Seed Vessel is completed at the Lagrange shipyards near Luna and filled with biomass from the largely ravaged Earth. Built by the Corporate Council, it sets course for planet P3X-888.
2225: On P3X-888, christened 'Green Rain' by bloggers and newsfeed moderators, testing of new seed technology begins. By means of dropping huge amounts of biomass, a natural terraforming process is to be set in motion and accelerated by targeted geoengineering.
2229: The Corporate Council buys five more rocky planets in the habitable zones of three systems from the Solar Union and begins to initiate terraforming processes on the acquired worlds with additional Seed Vessels.
2233: Luhan Montgomery develops the first multi-intelligent nanites for human use at the University of New California. The so-called 'Smartnites' trigger a new economic miracle in the still thinly stretched Solar Union, helping previously resource-poor colonies rise through the relocation of Corporate Council production capacity in return for ever-expanding rights and lower local tax rates.
2235: Due to the breakthrough in nanite research and the emerging mass market for Smartnites, a wave of new developments in human and animal implant research follows. Smartnites act as a bridging technology to solve previous problems such as rejection, linkage to the central nervous system, and lack of maintainability of implants.
2238: On the colony of Khorwana, due to a software anomaly that remains unexplained to this day, a genocide of the population occurs at the hands of the local robot workers, known as Servitors. In just one night, which goes down in history as 'The Black Night of Khorwana', all eighty million inhabitants of the agricultural colony are systematically murdered.
2240: After two years of protests, the newly elected Union government institutes a Union-wide ban on autonomous workers, de facto outlawing all robots. In the 'Circuit Genocide', over one billion non-military robots are conscripted and scrapped within five years. The 'Human Empowerment Act' is officially implemented to protect jobs, and the mass murder at Khorwana is seen merely as a political legitimization for a long-struggling reform effort by conservative forces. The Corporate Council lodges an ex officio protest against the new legislation.
2243: When the Solar Union's largest rhodium deposit to date is discovered on the colony of Voria, the planetary Union Government opposes the granting of mining rights to members of the Corporate Council by the central government on Earth. Since this leaves the Union Navy without the means to exert military pressure and still entrusted with the collection of all robotic manpower, a controversial precedent is set: the mercenary corporation Black Nebula, a member of the Corporate Council, is hired to persuade the Voria government to relent after two rounds of negotiations remain fruitless. Voria threatens military countermeasures in case of a blockade, whereupon the 'Two-Hour Battle' takes place in orbit, during which the Black Nebula cruiser Harbinger crashes into the planet. Since the ship had apparently been storing illegal antimatter weapons, a catastrophe ensues, largely sterilizing the main continent of Antarga. Several colonies protest and summon the local representatives of the central government.
2245: Start of the Secession Wars: After Black Nebula is awarded another major contract to patrol the outer colonies despite the Voria disaster, and only management is replaced, twenty worlds band together and pay their own mercenary forces to fight back against the central government. When battle breaks out in the Dagestan system between a fleet of the 'Twenty Worlds Pact' and the Black Nebula Corporation, the Solar Union declares the Pact members renegades and declares a state of war for the first time since its formation.
2248: In a series of unexpected victories, the Pact is able to destroy or repel three Black Nebula fleets. With the new status quo and growing protests within the Union due to the general mobilization, more colonies declare independence.
2250: Formation of the Border Worlds, a loose confederation of a total of eleven colonies on the edge of the human expansion zone, which declare martial law and establish their own armed formations immediately after forming.
2253: The Corporate Council officially declares itself neutral in the conflict and bans Black Nebula from the Council as a non-permanent member, and decides to impose far-reaching sanctions on the mercenary corporation, which subsequently files for bankruptcy.
2254: Battle of Sigma Tiri: A Pact fleet receives unexpected support from the Border Worlds fleet moments before it is destroyed by a Solar Union force under Fleet Admiral Lucas Norton. The Union forces are forced to retreat.
2255: The weakened Pact colonies are attacked by fleet units of the Corporate Council, officially to stabilize a humanitarian emergency. In response, large segments of the Union loyalists declare war on the Corporate Council and launch attacks on the Seed Worlds, which are repelled by Union forces in an attempt to weaken all renegade elements in one fell swoop.
2257: Border Worlds units begin expelling corporate forces from the Pact Worlds and incorporate seven liberated colonies into their confederation.
2258: The widespread stalemate between the various factions of Border Worlds, Solar Union, Corporate Council, and worlds that have declared independence results in the truce of Carvis A, named for the only celestial body in the Carvis system, which is henceforth declared neutral.
2258-2290: In a time of relative peace, a political disintegration of the Solar Union begins. Migration to the independent colonies leads to a population implosion and labor shortages, pushed by the Corporate Council, which is able to take advantage of the situation and negotiate new tax benefits and mining concessions with the fragmented worlds. A period of economic and technological depression begins, in which former trade routes must first be rebuilt.
2290: Outbreak of the Consolidation Wars: After their secession from the Solar Union, many colonies sink into prolonged unrest, civil wars, and political trench warfare, resulting in increasing numbers of autocratic power grabs. Fragile and ever-shifting alliances and unions of convenience emerge between the worlds of humanity. The Solar Union sees in the weakness of its opponents its last chance for reunification under its banner and sends a federation of ten fleets under the command of Admiral Lucius McMaster. He is given the task of keeping order and forcing the renegade planets back into the Union. His campaign, which lasts a total of eight years, finally culminates in a victory over a fleet of sixty worlds, which can only be achieved with the support of the Border Worlds, which are promised far-reaching autonomy rights in return. McMaster becomes a folk hero in the resurgent Solar Union.
2300: Beginning of a tentative economic recovery through massive investment in rebuilding the war-torn Union worlds.
2302: In the Trabantius system, on the frontier with the Orb worlds, an encounter occurs with three alien ships. During this encounter, several ships disappear without a trace. Calls for retaliation are heard on Earth.
2305: Orb ships are again sighted in the Trabantius system. Union Navy defenders intercept them, whereby their entire fleet is destroyed.
2306: Due to the devastating defeat of Trabantius, Admiral McMaster, hero of the Consolidation Wars, is tasked with building the Wall Worlds: the plan is to turn all of the ten Union systems on the edge of Orb territory into fortresses and establish them as bulwarks against the technologically superior enemy.
2309: After the electoral victory of nationalist parties and driven by a resurgent economy and militarization, calls for a campaign against the Orb increase. Critics see it as an attempt to prevent renewed secessionist wars within humanity. When Admiral McMaster appears publicly and refuses to implement plans to this effect, a warrant is issued for his arrest. This is followed by protests and riots throughout much of the Union Worlds. McMasters returns to Earth with his fleet and, with the support of the Union Admiralty, seizes power. Congress is dissolved, and all members of the government are imprisoned for endangering the Union and corruption. As a result of his seizure of power, McMaster publishes secret government documents purporting to prove that an offensive against the Orb was indeed being planned. He publicly justifies his assumption of power by saying that such a campaign would have meant the end of humanity and that he had taken an oath to protect it.
2310: Lucius McMaster is officially elected President of the Solar Union and begins a stringent restructuring of the political system, resulting in a military council taking over nearly all government functions. The election is considered error-prone and accompanied by irregularities. Beginning of the McMaster dynasty's rule.
2322: Founding of the Saturn Congress: After growing displeasure with McMaster's paternalistic style of leadership, he creates the Saturn Congress, consisting of a lower house, the Senate, and an upper house, the Military Council. Each world of the Union is given a seat in the Senate and thus a say in civilian jurisdiction.
2326: Appearance of the first Never swarm: When a swarm of unknown creatures attacks the colony world Turan-II on the edge of human dominion, there are no survivors. Turan-II disappears without a trace as a result of the invasion. Research stations in neighboring systems register the appearance of strong gravitational waves a few years later.
2328: Appearance of the second Never Swarm: A Union Navy deep space listening station detects a Never swarm heading for the New Berlin system. President McMaster personally leads the defense.
2329: During the Battle of New Berlin, McMaster's fleet is destroyed, but is able to disperse the swarm and prevent an even greater catastrophe.
2330: Lucius McMaster's eldest son, Malfoy, takes power. Contrary to his father, he is a lavish hedonist and unpopular with the people. His confirmation by the Saturn Congress leads to the first protests among the population and their brutal suppression in several Core Worlds.
2333: The Blockade War: When the Border Worlds, which emerged as constitutional monarchies from the Secession Wars, send an incendiary letter to Congress about growing tax burdens and a critical mention of President Malfoy McMaster, the latter imposes a trade blockade on the total of eighteen worlds.
2335: Kong Student Protests: On the Core World of Kong, second only to Earth as the economic center of the Union, weeks of student protests erupt against the corrupt entanglements and debauched excesses of Malfoy McMaster and other dynasty members in high office, culminating in the July 1st Massacre in which six thousand students lose their lives.
2336: Unknown hackers release internal government documents revealing that McMaster himself ordered the shooting to put down the student protests of 2335. As a result, prolonged protests erupt on all university worlds.
2337: After the Border Worlds again protest to Congress and threaten to leave the Solar Union, McMaster has the heads of the Empire's families arrested and executed after a trial in Earth orbit. As the executions are broadcast live, the condemned turn to the student movement for final expressions of solidarity. Stylized images of the assassinated Border World leaders become a symbol of resistance throughout the Union.
2337-2340: Student Wars: Sparked by the protests and execution of the Eighteen Kings, the McMaster dynasty crumbles just a few decades after its founding. More and more worlds and alliances are turning against the president. The secessionists are led by the Monarchy Movement under King Augustin I of House Hartholm-Harrow, who is considered extremely popular and one of the earliest supporters of the students. He is supported by the Border World Alliance and several influential Core Worlds.
2341: Battle for Terra: King Augustin I arrives in the Sol system with his forces, targeting the center of the Solar Union's power. McMasters defends with the mighty Home Fleet and fleets of the Corporate Council, but they side with Augustin at the last second for reasons that remain unexplained to this day.
2342: Augustin of the House Hartholm-Harrow is crowned emperor of the newly founded Terran Star Empire and the accompanying political reorganization of humanity, which has been shattered and fatigued by centuries of civil wars. Establishment of one hundred houses to control newly founded sectors of five inhabited systems each - the beginning of the High Nobility. Establishment of the Council of Nobility, appointment of one hundred Noble Houses and transfer of inhabited worlds to selected Governors from the Nobility.
2343: Dissolution of the Military Council and renaming of the upper chamber of Congress as the House of Lords with one seat for each of the one hundred High Lords.
2345: Establishment of the Corporate Protectorate. The Corporate Council receives its de facto independence by imperial decree. It is granted the five Seed Worlds as a new political entity in exchange for at least five hundred years of neutrality and an unlimited free trade agreement with the Terran Star Empire.
2348: Construction begins on the Imperial Palace in the Swiss Alps and restructuring of the Union Navy into the Imperial Navy.
2351: The first Invitro humans are cloned on Neuenstein and optimized for work on dangerous gas asteroids.
2354: Death of Emperor Augustin. Enthronement of his eldest son, who chooses the reign name Haeron I.
2355: The 'Cloning Decree': to combat a declining population and an impending labor shortage, Haeron I signs a law from the Saturn Congress that diverts large sums of research funding into optimizing cloning processes to provide labor for vacuum mining.
2360: After successful trials with the new clone population, Invitro workers are granted full civil rights.
2364: Star Empire cloning programs are expanded to accommodate other industries affected by the labor shortage: Invitro workers begin to be used in infrastructure maintenance, construction, cleaning, heavy and vacuum industries.
2367: Ceus-III disaster: An unexplained accident on the mining asteroid Ceus-III in the Castilliana system causes two obsolete nuclear reactors to melt down, contaminating the entire station with radioactivity. One hundred workers are killed. Only eighty Invitro clones used on Ceus-III are saved, which are found in the rescue barges. As a result, racist riots break out across the Star Empire against the disparagingly named 'mutant' clones, who are blamed for the deaths of the victims.
2368: Death of Haeron I. The Emperor dies of unknown causes during a hunting trip on New Eden. Since all other hunt participants are also found dead - without visible violence - the investigation ends without results. Enthronement of his eldest son Haeron II.
2370: After the changes at the top of the Star Empire have provided some distraction, the conflict over the Invitro clones reignites when violent clashes break out in the Akkrulu Sector with militant Invitro groups advocating harsher punishment for racism and exclusion.
2371: When High Lord Gowan Harkin, governor of the colony, is assassinated aboard Neuenstein in the Akkrulu Sector, the Invitro underground claims responsibility, triggering a crisis that soon spreads throughout the Star Empire.
2372-2380: The Invitro Wars: After months of police raids and arrests of countless clones on nearly every world in the Star Empire, attacks and protests by the normal population for a tougher crackdown by Imperial security agencies against the clones become more frequent. After extremist elements in the Invitro movement succeed in blowing up the George Washington in orbit over New California, Haeron II declares martial law and empowers the Admiralty to quell the uprising. As a result of the clashes, millions of Invitros are persecuted and killed or executed. Those who survive are stripped of their civil rights and transferred to the forced service of state agencies, where they are used for dangerous and repetitive work. After a so-called 'trust process' of ten years, they will have the opportunity to apply for naturalization.
2380: Third appearance of the Never: When a Never swarm is detected approaching Rohol, after several months of preparation, an Imperial Navy defense fleet manages to prevent an infestation and the loss of the system. The victory at Rohol generates a renewed wave of public support for the Emperor.
2381: Disappearance of the research vessel Persephone in the Wall System Artemis when it jumps into subspace on course for Orb territory despite warnings from the stronghold forces. It later transpires that, contrary to current fleet doctrine, the Persephone was not fired upon because the Emperor's eldest daughter was on board as senior science officer.
2384: A devastating attack on the Vactram of Caledonia's capital Delize kills over two hundred Imperial Navy sailors who had been transported back to the shuttles from home leave in a special streetcar. A confessional message reveals the existence of a group calling itself the 'Republican Resistance' that rejects authoritarian rule by the Emperor.
2385: As a result of intense intelligence work by the Imperial Intelligence IIA, several Republican cells are rooted out within a few weeks, and their members are arrested and executed. This is followed by a wave of attacks on Core and Frontier Worlds of the Star Empire.
2389: Construction of a second fleet of Seed Vessels by the Corporate Protectorate for the Star Empire. A total of five ships are to be transferred to the Imperial Research Fleet within eight years.
2392: Terraforming of the five Seed Worlds by the Corporate Protectorate is deemed officially complete.
2401: Discovery of three Never swarms moving toward the Border World system of Andal by Imperial Remote Recon deep space listening posts.



GLOSSARY
Belly voice: Sun worshippers can produce sounds not only through their breathing holes, but also by vibrating their stiff inner stomach wall, which separates the granular and mixed stomachs. The belly voice is said to have an instinctively persuasive effect, which is why its use is socially frowned upon, except during sex.
Hexola: Organ-like instrument with 49 or 343 pipes, each with six holes.
Klonzen: Originally the mass of the largest handful of native soil that a sun worshipper can lift. Later standardized, equivalent to about 8.4 pounds.
Sun worshippers: Self-designation of the Orb.
Spirate: A kind of cantata that is blown through the six breathing holes of a sun worshipper.
Starafa: a biotechnologically produced plant - known to humans as Saphyra. During the atmospheric transformation of a newly colonized planet, it is cultivated in the Staraficum.
Whistling: The sun worshippers speak a language which they produce using sounds of different lengths from the six breathing holes. The sequence and exact pitch play a role here. The lowest hole can produce infrasound, the uppermost ultrasound, which is inaudible to humans. There are also standard gestures. For example, a short whistle from the top two holes signals regret. The lower three holes are used like an echo sounder for acoustic perception.
Tonic: The language of sun worshippers. It follows this grammar:
Words:
1. A word consists of a combination of tones.
2. A word can consist of a single tone or a combination of several tones.
3. A word always ends with a high tone.
Sentence structure:
1. A sentence begins with a low tone that attracts the listener's attention.
2. The subject follows the first tone and consists of a combination of tones, with an infrasonic tone being obligatory.
3. The predicate follows the subject and consists of a combination of tones, whereby an ultrasonic tone is obligatory.
4. There are different objects. They contain neither infra- nor ultrasonic tones.
5. Relative clauses are represented by a long tone following the subject of the main clause.
6. Connecting words such as "and", "or" or "but" correspond to specific tone combinations, "and", for example, is represented by two consecutive medium-high tones.
7. When joining sentences, the subject in the second sentence is unnecessary if it is the same as in the first sentence.
8. A sentence ends on a high note.
Word forms:
1. Individual words can be modified by varying the length or intonation.
2. Intonation can be placed on the first or last tone of the word.
Punctuation:
1. A question is represented by a high tone that ends with a long pause.
2. An exclamation is represented by a high tone that ends with a short tone.
3. A statement is represented by a high tone.
Here is an example of a sentence in the Tonic language:
Low-medium-high-medium-high-low-low-low-high-medium-long-high
(This means something to the effect of, "I am going to the market.")
Low-medium-high-medium-high-high-low-low-low-high-medium-long-high-and-high-medium-long-low-low-medium-high-high-high-low-low-low-high
(Translation: "I go to the market, and you buy bread and milk.")
Timing: The smallest unit of time used by sun worshippers is slightly shorter than the Terran second. Nevertheless, it is translated as "second" for the sake of clarity - except in the technical literature, where it is referred to as the Orbond. However, the Orb have never used the strange human sixty-system. Instead, they use a tens system. Accordingly, deciseconds, hectaseconds and kiloseconds are often used. To tell the time, the Orb divide the day into twenty tones. A tone can therefore be of different lengths, depending on the planetary system. To avoid any misunderstandings, the current time in the Orb space fleet is always given in units of tens of seconds, usually calculated from the first day of year zero of the official time calculation of the home world.



CHARACTERS
Garok: Pyrik's superior. Disappeared since the abduction of the Starafa.
Melok: Presumably on a secret mission, Pyrik eavesdropped and followed him.
Nerbuk: Head of the observation station in the orbit of 6P6, renowned scientist.
Pyrik: Astrobiologist and amateur science nerd. The only witness to the raid on the Staraficum. Called Pyrk by humans.
Rupdik: Freighter captain, observant, happens to get in Pyrik's way.
Tsolak: Former (?) member of the secret service, now allegedly working freelance in sales. Pyrik's former partner.
Peraia Hartholm-Harrow: Captain of the Persephone, eldest daughter of the Emperor.
Dr. Aloisius Shepherd: Neurobiologist, convicted of unethical experiments on higher organisms. Built a sequestration nanonics system to connect two brains.
Monica Heynes: Xenobiologist. Was stationed with Kardashenko in Trabantius when the second Orb incident occurred there. Later, as a junior doctor, member of the crew of the cruiser Wallonia, which disappeared with several other ships and was later the only one to reappear.
Ruben Kardaschenko: Physicist. Belonged to the crew of the Wallonia alongside Heynes.
Karl Groß: Engineer, responsible for the maintenance of the fold drive.
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