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For me.




"If you do not remember the smallest folly

into which love has ever plunged you,

then you have not loved.

And if you have not sat as I sit now,

tiring the listener with praise of your beloved,

then you have not loved.

And if you have not broken away from society,

as passion now commands me,

then you have not loved."

(William Shakespeare; As You Like It II, 4.)
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Prologue
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Until the 4th century BC, humanity believed the Earth was flat.

On the other hand, Pythagoras and Plato considered the spherical shape of the Earth to be more probable at that time.

Aristotle, Plato’s student, later provided the first proof of the spherical shape of the Earth by observing the Earth's shadow on the moon during a lunar eclipse.

About 200 years later, Eratosthenes calculated the circumference of the Earth with remarkable accuracy.

Today, humanity knows the shape of the Earth and is constantly gathering new knowledge about the universe.

In time, the Earth’s solar system was mapped out, along with its planets and the galaxy they inhabit, the Milky Way. Later, the moon was explored. This was followed by unmanned landings on the planet Mars.

The more technology advanced over centuries and millennia, the more discoveries were made. With each new discovery, humanity's horizons expanded, slowly venturing deeper into the almost unimaginable size of the entire universe.

In 2026, humanity on Earth is working on sending manned flights to Mars.

The edge of the universe known to humans at this time is about 13 billion light-years away. Current space telescopes like Hubble and James Webb can make extrasolar objects, such as distant galaxies and quasars, visible to humanity despite the incredible distance.

The space telescopes also show many other galaxies up to the known edge of the universe, such as the Magellanic Clouds and the Andromeda Nebula.

With this information, humanity estimates the age of the universe to be between 13 and 15 billion years.

But the universe is much older and larger than humanity suspects…




One
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Planet: Dacran; Galaxy: Resi; Time: 1986 Earth calendar system / year 366084 on Nafjandor

Bakudaticán was a Nafjandorian. He was 183 years old and one of the highest-ranking commanders in the Nafjandorian defense fleet. The longer the war went on, the more he committed himself to safeguarding Nafjandor. He wasn't someone who shouted directives to his troops from afar - as commander, he always fought alongside them, leading them into battle. This earned him the utmost respect among his fellow soldiers of the defensive platoon.

Bakudaticán, whom everyone called Baku, had witnessed the beginning of the war. Since then, he has fought countless times in countless missions for the defense fleet.

Baku was dressed in dark clothing. The tight, black combat uniform of the Nafjandorians was embellished with a dark blue marbling, pattern stretching across the fabric, matching the surface of Dacran.

His hands, neck, and face were painted with black and navy blue paste, obscuring his bright orange skin. Only the whites of his open eyes glowed brightly. A slim purple bandage was wrapped around the left ankle cuff of his pant leg, signaling his authoritative position as commander. On the black-blue surface of the planet, Baku's darkly-clad unit was impossible to detect with the naked eye and without movement.

Over his combat uniform, he wore a matching black and blue marbled vest with pockets to hold various other weapons, a medipack, and a few granusas, which produce plasma explosions in their first stage and effectively destroy everything within a limited radius.

In their second stage, they create tiny, spatially limited black holes that suck in everything around them within a radius of about fifteen feet and then collapse back into themselves.

Baku wore a holster for the boomka on the left side of his belt and a holster strap for the singrale on the right. The boomka was a type of heavy short rifle that fires plasma balls and could cause serious damage to living beings and the environment.

The singrale was a knife-like short sword with a black metallic blade. The blade was not straight, but curved back toward the handle, roughly resembling a mixture of a saber, an axe, and a machete. Small, blue flashes repeatedly flickered across the blade of the singrale, a sign that it was charged and thus ready to inflict greater damage and sharper cuts through high-voltage pulses when used. When activated, an extremely hot arc of light built up and ended in the shaft of the weapon. This gave the singrale a sharp cutting edge at the front and, when moved backwards with the arc of light, it cut through most materials like a hot knife through butter.

Two short, deactivated multi-purpose lasers were clipped to Baku's belt in front of the two holsters, which could also cut through all kinds of fabrics.

Further back on his belt, he had lighting equipment, various combat knives, and a black and a water bottle resembling his uniform in color and design. The Nafjandorians' weapons did not require ammunition; they were self-recharging.

Baku wore a supercomputer about two inches in size on his forearm, the Va-Joo, which performed many functions. The most important, however, was that of the wearer's veapening via the Intikh-Umua, a kind of space portal he could open with it.

Baku lay seriously injured on a battlefield on Dacran. He held the singrale in his right hand and the boomka in his left. His grip loosened; he could no longer hold the weapons, his body losing strength.

It was late at night at the Black Palace, and black rain was pouring down in torrents.

This was not rain that gave life—it was the kind of rain that took it. The black rain had ravaged the planet for centuries. The rain itself was not toxic, but as it fell, it collected volcanic condensate and ash from the air, making it lethal. The resulting exothermic reaction also heated it up the drops considerably.

The centuries-long ruining of the planet's surface rendered it virtually uninhabitable.

Baku lay in blood and debris, in one of the many underground passages, near a large crater.

He lay in the white-gold fluorescent blood of fallen soldiers from his unit and the neon yellow blood of fallen Dacranians.

He had many large shrapnel fragments in his chest from an explosion from which he had not been able to escape in time. A sizable piece of metal was lodged in his right shoulder, which had pierced deep through his shoulder and pinned him to the ground. It had almost severed his arm and rendered him incapable of action.

His mission had failed; the Dacranians had lured him and his team into an ambush.

Baku lay powerless on his back among the corpses. He gasped for air and panted, the sweet smell of blood mixed with the stench of moldy mud and dirt filling his nostrils. From inside the planet, he could smell a foul stench. He heard the sound of gunfire, bullets from the Dacranians' weapons cutting through the air with a hiss.

He heard the dull, electrified charging of the boomkas and, shortly thereafter, the impacts that caused entire walls to collapse and bodies to shatter. He heard the dull, electrified charging of activated granusas, then the explosions, the splintering surroundings, and the cracking of more bodies and bones shattering until they dissolved into a black hole with a brief 'poof'.

Baku heard the Dacranians and Nafjandorians shouting at each other. He felt the vibrations from the shocks of the boomkas and the Dacranians' weapons. Dirt and debris trickled down from the cave ceiling onto him. Baku was soaked and steaming.

There were rivulets and puddles of the black rain everywhere, which looked like a river of dirt. The rain mixed with the blood and created new colors that blended together like dark in in an inkwell. If it hadn't been such a sad occasion, one could have admired the play of colors.

Baku blinked a few times. The noises slowly became flatter and quieter. He hardly felt pain anymore. His breathing became calmer.

Baku tried once more to raise his upper body and reach for the Va-Joo attached to his right forearm in order to veap the Nafjandorian forces back to Nafjandor, but he couldn't reach the device. The metal in his shoulder immobilized his right arm, and he couldn't get past the huge piece with his left hand, only barely reaching the tips of his fingers. If he pulled out the metal, he would bleed to death within seconds. He would accept that in order to save the rest of his soldiers, but he couldn't free himself from the metal on his own; it was stuck too deep in the ground beneath him. From his position, with only one functioning arm and severely weakened, he wouldn't be able to pull it out. After several attempts, during which he forced himself against the searing pain with all his willpower, he finally lost all strength and fell onto his back. His breathing slowed down more and more, his body gradually shutting down its vital functions.

He lay there, unable to do anything. His breathing was shallow, with the occasional loud gasp for air. The scorching black rain dripped onto his face and burned, forcing him to squint his eyes again and again.

Baku lay close to the entrance of a tunnel that led down into the deep darkness of a crater and into the planets’s core. Many of the Dacranians' tunnels led deep into the planet’s enormous pits.

From there, Baku could see up into the night sky and the stars.

He was tired of war and suffering. All the suffering of those he had already fought against in this war and the suffering of the poor souls he had been unable to save accompanied him. As a Nafjandorian, Baku was an empath and felt all the pain and fear that his actions caused in other living beings. He couldn't just put himself in their shoes like an empath; he actually experienced their emotions.

Baku had never wanted to fight, but he saw it as his duty.

Without his actions, the suffering in the universe would have been much greater, and he could have endured inaction much less than actively standing up for the innocent and for what was right.

Ash from a recent volcanic eruption drifted through the air, flying around like snow and drifting down into the planet’s interior. Baku flinched as the hot particles made contact with his skin and settled on his face and body.

At that very moment, Baku knew that he would not return from this battle. He became very calm and enjoyed his last moments.

Baku loved the sight of space. The stars, all the worlds out there. He felt sorrowful, because he sensed what all those worlds would now face as a result of his failure and if Dacran’s control over the technology of the Intikh-Umua. This time, he would not be able to protect the Va-Joo of the unit from the Dacranians, nor could he bring his team back because of his shattered arm.

He felt cold - his body began to shake, as if it were trying to bring him back to life. The fight against the fatigue and trying to keep his eyes from closing was futile. Baku knew what was coming; he had seen it too often with fallen soldiers. He remained calm, he had no regrets. He was not afraid.

Baku stared up at the sky and suddenly saw a bright flash of light in all the colors of the rainbow light up high among the stars, extremely far away. It flashed very briefly but intensely, like a colorful explosion in the middle of the universe.

It was like the birth of a new star - a new world. He sensed an incredible power, seemingly coming out of nowhere. This strange energy came from the void, announcing its sudden appearance in a dramatic manner. He watched as a colorful shockwave spread across the entire universe.

Although what he was witnessing was light.years away, Baku felt as if he had been caught in the impact, and a hot stab of pain shot through his chest. It felt as if someone had stabbed him in the heart with a red-hot knife or given him an injection of adrenaline. Despite the huge piece of metal in his shoulder, his body arched in pain, and he desperately gasped for air again. The exhaustion from the blood loss made it a struggle to stay awake and only made the fight against his heavy eyelids increasingly difficult.

As he blinked, he saw a shadow approaching him from the darkness of a nearby corridor.

A creature reached out with two brightly lit hands and pulled the metal object out of his shoulder with apparent ease. He couldn't make out a face, only the shadowy outline of a body glowing with light and a glimpse of very long, moss-green hair.

The figure appeared to be a female and a Nafjandorian, but he didn't recognize the creature, and his eyes refusing to stay open didn’t help. Fluorescent white-gold blood gushed from his shoulder, and he immediately pressed it with his left hand.

»Hurry. You don’t have much time. You must go to Nolax when he relocates the family. Take Zada with you.«

The whispering creature grabbed Baku's left arm and pulled him up until he was sitting. Then she turned and left. She disappeared as suddenly as she had come. Baku didn't have time to think about it further; he looked at his arm and breathed faster to endure the pain.

The colorful explosion in space had been like a resuscitation for him. It was almost as if something had snatched him from death and breathed new life into him. A warmth spread through his chest. Confidence, trust, the will to live.

Something new had appeared, somewhere out there in the universe. And it had established a connection with him. This connection was so incredibly strong that, despite his deteriorating condition, it gave him the strength to carry on.

Was it this brightly lit Nafjandorian? Where did she come from? Where was she going?

Baku looked up at the stars and felt this unknown closeness with immense intensity. It was as tangible and real as holding a stranger's hand.

He didn't know what it was; he had never felt or heard of anything like it. He knew there was something out there now that he had to find. Whatever the cost. He couldn't die here; there was something far greater, far more important now. It drew him like a magnet to another. It was as if he had come too close to a black hole and could no longer escape its gravity.

From that moment on, he would do anything to find the source of energy.

Baku couldn't stand up, could barely sit upright. He was bleeding to death from his shoulder wound and his other injuries. His pain, there it was again!

His chest and shoulder - everything hurt indescribably. Baku doubled over and tried to spare his body. He gritted his teeth and breathed heavily.

Baku could still hear scattered Nafjandorians engaged in combat. He saw more armies of Dacranians climbing up from the depths of the tunnel. These brutal little creatures clung to the tunnel walls with their six legs and could easily climb steep slopes or run on the ceiling. Their round, oval-shaped bodies and heads looked up at him, their mouths mostly open, so that their jagged teeth and the hooks in front of their mouths glowed brightly in the darkness beneath their two huge, red-green, protruding eyes. The additional fighters from the tunnel would undoubtedly overwhelm them.

Without the metal shrapnel in his shoulder, Baku could finally manage to reach the Va-Joo with his left hand. He didn't have much time before he would bleed to death from the shoulder wound. He couldn’t push it if he wanted to operate the device.

Baku let go of his upper arm, pressed the combination for the return trip on his Va-Joo as quickly as possible, and veaped all the Nafjandorians back to Nafjandor immediately.

Then he immediately grabbed his upper arm again to continue applying pressure, but he didn't get the chance. It was too late.

His vision went black and he lost consciousness. His body slumped to the side.




Two
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Planet: Earth; Galaxy: Milky Way; Time: 2025 Earth calendar system

Jacy breathed in and out slowly and deeply, her warm breath visible as water vapor in the cold. At an altitude of almost 13,000 feet, Jacy stood on a snow-covered ridge at the summit of a slope, in the heart of the Alps.

The crisp air smelled damp, and the sun was slightly warm; it was pleasant.

She was bundled up, wearing terracotta-colored snowboard pants and a multicolored jacket in turquoise, sunny yellow, and white. Her long mahogany brown hair was loosely put up under a dark, matte blue snowboard helmet. Her gray-framed snow goggles reflected the snowy mountain landscape opposite her in the black-yellow lenses. Powder snow stuck to her thick black and blue gloves, and she carried her navy blue and orange snowboard in one hand.

Jacy enjoyed the silence of the landscape. She listened only to her breath, deep within herself.

»Are you ready?«

Jacy was abruptly torn from her thoughts and looked at Mike, who was dressed just as thickly in winter clothing as she was.

She couldn't see his eyes; his dark snow goggles hid his face.

In the background, the other three were already getting ready for the descent, stepping into their bindings and strapping on their boards.

Jacy nodded to Mike, knelt down, and placed her board next to her. She stepped into the left binding with her white softboot, strapped her foot in, and pulled her pants over it. Then she stepped into the right binding and did the same, then stood up again.

The freeriders stood on a small plateau, all five of them side-by-side on a steep slope.

The group consisted of freeriders Jacy, Mike, Tim, Ben, and Flip: five friends who enjoyed backcountry snowboarding together. It had snowed heavily over the last few days, and the mountains were covered in fresh powder. The four men lived there in the Alps and had taught Jacy how to snowboard many years ago. They were bound together by a strong friendship and shared views, and, since then, they had met every year for a few weeks in winter to have a fun off-piste together.

The riders had been hiking through the deep snow for a few hours, then took a break on the plateau, ate, and enjoyed the view of the mountain peaks. They paused before each descent to appreciate the immense beauty of the untouched nature.

However the sun was slowly setting, and they had to leave the mountain and get back to the cars before it got dark.

»Tim, Ben, Flip, then Jacy and I will go last.«

Mike was a snowboard instructor and always paid close attention to the safety of the group.

Jacy herself was sometimes very reckless, was hardly afraid of anything, often took risks, and was therefore glad that she always knew Mike was there as backup. The other three riders were always competing with each other to see who would make the first tracks.

The first three started almost simultaneously, and Jacy watched them race through the snow-covered rocks toward the forest.

Jacy took a deep breath and heard only herself in the midst of the mighty nature. She closed her eyes for a moment.

»Jacy dropping in five, four, three, two…«

Mike counted down her start. Jacy had to grin. It increased the anticipation and excitement and was really just a fun inside joke between Mike and Jacy. They had heard it in some snowboarding videos, then he had said it a few times for fun at some point, and it had somehow become their ritual ever since.

Adrenaline pumped through Jacy's body - she felt hot, the blood rushing to her head. Her breath was becoming more and more visible the harder she breathed, and she heard nothing but Mike's countdown and the sound of her own inhaling and exhaling.

Jacy opened her eyes and saw the cliff she was about to ride down, looking between the many jagged rock boulders in front of her. She found her own way, her line.

»... One... Dropping!«

Jacy held her breath for a moment and took off, tilting her board forward over the rocky cliff.

She glided down the steep mountain at breakneck speed, weaving through the many small rocks that raced past her on either side.

Jacy alternated between putting weight on her toeside and heelside, making toeside turns and backside turns, racing faster and faster down the mountain. She slowed down a little during the turns by putting more weight on the edges.

Jacy had a huge tingling sensation in her stomach and couldn’t suppress the grin on her face.

The hissing wind and the dull rumbling of the board repeatedly hitting the snow drowned out the sound of her own breath. It sounded like a board being thrown somewhere. Beneath her, the snow crunched and sprayed to the sides with a rustling sound. Jacy's muscles were working hard, her legs compensating for the pressure, her arms balancing her weight.

When she had made her way through the rocks and came to a large snowfield ahead of a forest, she turned around briefly and saw Mike behind her in the distance, boarding down the mountain through the same route she took. She faced in front and saw the first three riders far ahead, coming out of the woods onto a large, flat snowy area where the cars were parked. They were much faster than Jacy and had taken off first, so they had built up a huge lead, but that didn't bother Jacy; she was simply enjoying the descent for herself.

A loud rumble of thunder suddenly boomed through the mountains behind them. Jacy knew that could only mean one thing. She looked back in alarm and saw an avalanche crashing down in their direction, quite a distance behind Mike, but rapidly heading toward them. Mike accelerated toward the riders.

Jacy turned back around and was able to avoid the first trees at the last moment as she entered the forest. She had reached the tree line and could now see nothing around her except blanketed conifers. It was getting dark, with only a few rays of sunlight reaching her. She saw the tracks of the other three and roughly followed their trail out of the forest. It was a small forest, more like a strip of trees, which hid some snowfields and powder mountains heavily marked by the wind behind it.

Jacy raced through the forest and struggled to avoid trees at far too high a speed. The rumbling behind her would not stop, and the noise was getting closer. She couldn't turn around, or she would risk an accident. She fervently hoped that Mike was close behind her and would not crash.

Finally, she saw light at the edge of the dense forest and headed toward it. She became careless, hitting several small tree branches with her arms, but she knew that if she slowed down now, the avalanche would roll over her. She ducked down slightly to reduce wind resistance. As she shot through the lower end of the tree line, she headed straight for a high wall of snow, rode halfway up it, and then turned right to continue down the slope along the side of the wall.

At this point she could no longer see the other three boys from there; the huge white wall of snow to her left blocked her view.

With no obstacles in front of her, she quickly glanced back toward the summit and saw the massive avalanche breaking its way through the forest, the trees snapping like toothpicks.

Behind her, she noticed movement in the distance; Mike had also made it through the forest!

She turned forward again and saw the end of the white wall of snow in front of her. Without seeing where the path would lead her, she turned left just behind the wall of snow into the unknown, onto a steeper path down the mountain, and came to another field dotted with small, snow-covered icebergs. There were no traces of the others—they hadn't come this way. In the distance, she saw the three boys waving, standing in the middle of the large snowy area. Now she had her goal again. Jacy was breathing heavily, sweating, and repeatedly hitting the edge at high speed.

Suddenly, there was a loud crack in front of her and the ground vibrated. A large crevasse opened up between her and the three boys, splitting the field in two in one place, separating her and Mike from the others.

The three boys noticed this too, stopped waving, and stared in disbelief and distress at Jacy and Mike, who were being forced straight toward the new crevasse by the avalanche. There was no escape.

Within an instant, the crevasse had widened to about two meters, which was impossible to cross without a kicker. Jacy raced further down the slope, getting closer and closer to the gaping hole. She looked around frantically, scanning left and right along the seemingly endless depth. Then, a few hundred meters to her right, she noticed a pointed chunk of ice sloping toward the crevasse. The surface looked smooth, as if the wind had swept over it and polished the chunk for this very purpose.

Jacy changed direction and veered sharply towards it.

Without turning around, she stretched out her right arm and motioned for Mike to follow her. She couldn't see if he did. Just before Jacy reached the edge of the crevasse, she made it to the chunk of ice. She ducked low and bent her knees deeply, Digging in her heels and lifting her toe side slightly to ride on the frozen surface. It worked. In these few milliseconds, she jumped off and powerfully popped herself away from the top of the ice. She flew a few meters straight ahead in a crouching position with her legs bent, across the crevasse and through the air.

As she approached the ground, she stretched her arms out fully to balance her weight. She straightened her legs slightly but kept her knees somewhat bent to absorb the impact. The board hit the snow with a dull thud, swaying to the left and right but was able to catch herself and now slide unhindered towards the other three boys, who were not far away and were running towards her.

Shortly afterwards, she heard the wooden thud of another board hitting the snow. She knew that Mike had made it too and smiled. The rumbling of thunder grew quieter and was joined by a loud rustling sound that sounded like someone had poured out a bag of sugar.

The slope ended at the snowfield, becoming flatter and flatter, and Jacy's speed slowed down. She reached the cars and the other boys by slowly gliding towards them.

When she reached them, she turned around in panic to look for the avalanche and Mike. Mike was right behind her and had just arrived.

Most of the avalanche crashed into the crevasse and then dissipated at the beginning of the flat snowfield. It wouldn’t reach them. The mountain calmed down again.

Out of breath, Jacy tore off her goggles and helmet and hugged Mike, who had just slid up beside her. He hugged her back and patted her on her back.

»Damn well done, Jacy!«

Mike gasped, out of breath but very proud.

»I had a damn good teacher!«

Jacy had to laugh and broke the embrace.

Tim, Ben, and Flip hugged them both in turn, and everyone was happy that they had come down the mountain together again that day.




Three
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Planet: Nafjandor; Galaxy: Resi; Time: 1986 Earth calendar system / Year 366084 on Nafjandor

Argyllo was a young Nafjandorian doctor at the hospital in Lisaji. He had just completed his 21 years of study with the best grades and had been transferred to Lisaji a few weeks earlier. Being a Nafjandorian doctor meant that one had to be able to treat not only Nafjandorians, but all known life forms in the solar system.

Argyllo learned everything about Nafjandorians, Dacranians, Nolaxians, Xarons, Crisels, and Andixians. He knew the bodies and functions of all these life forms inside and out. But that was just pure theory and only the smallest part of his studies.

The majority of his studies consisted of training with assemblers. Over many years, Argyllo learned to use the power of his thoughts and imagination to shape assemblers into a Healing Pipe, or HeaPi for short, in appearance and function.

Assemblers were small, spherical devices that could materialize the thoughts of a Va-Joo wearer and become whatever the carrier imagined. Theoretically, the assemblers could have been allowed to produce the HeaPi completely autonomously without being dependent on a Va-Joo wearer, but a few hundred years ago, there were several unfortunate incidents on Nafjandor involving self-sufficient, AI-controlled technology. As a result, such technology was banned, and only partially-independent AI that could not function without a breathing command generator was promoted.

The task of a doctor on Nafjandor was to create a HeaPi that could independently heal all types of injuries. To do this, one had to imagine the HeaPi in detail, including all its functions and equipment, down to the smallest detail - every screw, every tube.

The HeaPi that Nafjandorian doctors were able to create was a floating stretcher with a glass dome. The HeaPi scanned the life form lying inside it for injuries and illnesses. Then, the device gave the doctors an overview of the injuries and independently initiated the necessary measures to save the patient.

The HeaPi sedated, operated, administered medication, ventilated, and resuscitated. It displayed every single step, the status of the operation, and the patient's condition on a screen attached to the device. It also reported status changes to the Va-Joo of the doctors in charge.

On Nafjandor, hospitals across the planet were prepared for emergencies around the clock. Every hospital had a port room set up for emergencies. In the event of serious, life-threatening injuries, there was a safety feature that activated in the wearer’s Va-Joo which then immediately veaped the wearer to the port room of the nearest hospital.

In contrast to other locations, the hospital in Lisaji had a special function: it was the emergency station for specifically soldiers. Colloquially, this port room in the Lisaji hospital was therefore called the “soldier portal”.

Each mission was announced in advance, allowing the hospital to prepare for the returnees. Every Nafjandorian military operation also started in Lisaji, the base for weapons development and the starting point for all defense missions.

Argyllo was on his rounds in the children's ward of the hospital in Lisaji. After completing his residency, he had requested a transfer to this hospital because his older brother was a soldier and regularly went on missions abroad. He was currently working one of his first shifts in Lisaji and had not yet witnessed any soldier returning.

His brother was also on duty at Dacran that day. Argyllo wanted to be there for his brother when he returned.

Suddenly, a loud alarm sounded, and an announcement boomed through the hospital: “All available emergency personnel to the port room immediately!”

Argyllo flinched and ran off - the elevators were too slow for him, so he took the stairs.

On his way, he saw various other doctors, paramedics, and nurses. Everyone who wasn't busy providing urgent care to other patients dropped what they were doing and rushed to the soldier portal. For a moment, the hospital resembled an anthill, with Nafjandorians, Nolaxians, and other non-Nafjandorian beings in colorful doctor and nurse uniforms running from all rooms and floors to the port room, located on the middle floor of the fourteen-story hospital. They shouted to each other as they ran. Other patients and visitors murmured in the corridors.

When Argyllo arrived at the soldier portal, it was suddenly dark, and thick fog filled the entire room. The port room was the largest of all the rooms and took up the entire floor. It could be accessed via several large elevators built for transporting HeaPis, as well as two stairwells.

As the flashes subsided and the many Intikh-Umua in the room cleared, each portal revealed a soldier that had been reaped from the battlefield. Some lay lifeless on the ground, their bodies destroyed. Others were seriously injured. Some stumbled a few steps out of the Intikh-Umua, others fell, and only a few were still able to walk, clutching various parts of their bodies in pain.

The room was filled with cries of agony, and doctors and rescue teams poured in from the various entrances, first attending to all the unconscious soldiers lying near the portals.

They ran as fast as they could, lifted the injured into HeaPis, and ran out of the room with them. They knew they would not be able to save all lives. There were always casualties they couldn’t help quickly enough. They worked as fast as they could and saved as many as they could, working their way from front to back.

After a few steps, Argyllo stopped at the entrance of the room and froze. In front of him, his brother was being loaded into a HeaPi, seriously injured, and pushed past him. Lifeless, covered in blood, his body ravaged. Argyllo was in shock.

The serious injuries, the dead, the sweet smell of blood overwhelmed him, and for a few minutes, he was no longer himself. He was unable to act, just staring at the horrific images before him and worrying about his brother.

What if he would die now? Would everything have been in vain? Why was he even here?

Baku was veaped in a crouched position, sitting with various splinters and metal fragments in his chest and a bubbling wound in his right shoulder. His body fell to the side and hit the ground hard. He was unconscious. Baku was one of the soldiers veaped furthest from the entrance. There were still many other soldiers ahead of him.

»Argyllo! Hey!«

An older Nolaxian woman noticed Argyllo, shook him, and slapped him once across the face. Then, he came to and stared into her eyes in horror.

»They need you! You have to pull yourself together!«

»But... my brother... There are so many. I don't know who...«

»Just take the next one you see! Just put in a HeaPi and start it up. And then take the next one!«

The Nolaxian doctor turned away from him and ran to the next injured person. She created a HeaPi with assemblers, placed the wounded inside with the help of others, programmed the HeaPi, and ran to the next person, while a young nurse pushed the floating HeaPi out of the room and into the elevator.

Argyllo looked around the room, his gaze falling on Baku, who was lying almost at the other end of the room and was, therefore, one of the soldiers with the lowest chance of survival. He saw the thin purple bandage on Baku's pant leg and knew that this man was the only one who must have brought everyone back; only an operations commander could do that. He saw the blood, the gaping shoulder wound, and the almost severed arm, as well as the destroyed chest and the foreign objects sticking out of it.

The young doctor ran past many other victims. He was the reason his brother might survive; he must not die!

Argyllo slid on his knees in front of Baku and slid the last few inches toward Baku. Only now did he truly see the severity of his wounds and feel his pulse. It was there, but weak. Baku was barely breathing.

»Hang in there!«

Argyllo threw a handful of assemblers from his bag onto the floor in front of Baku, programmed his Va-Joo, and created a HeaPi.

He was alone; the helpers were all further ahead. He had to put Baku into the HeaPi by himself and had difficulty doing so.

The young doctor was slim, about 6 feet 1 inch tall, while Baku was very muscular and, although shorter, significantly heavier.

The doctor grabbed him under the armpits and pulled him into the HeaPi. Baku's blood ran over his hands and arms, soaking his colorful doctor's clothes. Once he had his upper body in, he lifted his legs onto the stretcher, then straightened out his upper body. Argyllo sweating; the adrenaline and stress, coupled with the physical exertion, were demanding everything of him, but he would save this man.

Once Baku was positioned correctly, he switched on the HeaPi and watched it work. A glass dome closed over Baku, the fluorescent white-gold blood continuing to spurt from his shoulder in time with his pulse.

The young doctor frantically started the HeaPi healing program. The device was quiet, humming only slightly as it scanned Baku for injuries and illnesses.

»Come on, come on!« whispered Argyllo.

The scan seemed to take forever.

When the scan was complete, the device provided an overview of the injuries and automatically began treatment. The HeaPi displayed each step on the screen with the status:

> Patient status: alive, critical. Perforated aorta. Treatment beginning.

Argyllo smiled briefly with relief and checked the readings for a moment.

> Anesthetize patient

> Remove clothing

> Disinfect wounds

> Close perforated aorta

> Close upper arm tissue

> Administer 3 units of blood

> Remove foreign objects

> Check and restore organ function

> Close injured organs

> Close chest tissue

> Apply bandages

> Clean the treatment room and the patient

> Place patient in artificial coma, duration: 6 weeks

> Provide food and fluids regularly

> Permanent monitoring of the patient’s condition, withdrawal from the artificial coma after 6 weeks

The device pierced Baku's arm with a needle connected to tubes and sedated him; he was given an anesthetic.

Various tubes and devices on metal, angled arms that functioned like arms came out of the device and worked on Baku. Several small lasers closed his wounds.

Argyllo's HeaPi worked, and he smiled again with relief, gently placing his blood-stained hand on the glass dome of the HeaPi.

»See you in a few weeks.«

Then he turned around and helped the next soldier.




Four
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Planet: Earth; Galaxy: Milky Way; Time: 2025 Earth calendar system

Freshly showered and wrapped up warm, Jacy sat in an armchair under a blanket in front of the fireplace in the rented mountain cabin, staring into the fire with a cup of hot cocoa.

Her two dogs, two red-wheat-colored Rhodesian Ridgebacks, lay at her feet on a rug directly in front of the fireplace. It was already pitch black outside; nothing but darkness could be seen from the windows.

Her chest-length, dark brown hair lay damp over her light blue hoodie. She had only dried it with a towel, and now it was starting to wave as it dried in the air. Jacy had thick hair with natural waves, a veritable 'horse mane', as her grandmother always called it.

Jacy was just 39 years old and had an athletic body. She did calisthenics every day, and you could see that. However, she could hide it well under her thick hoodie and thick dark blue sweatpants. Her colorful knitted socks from her grandmother peeked out from under her pants, and on the left side of her neck, you could see traces of a birthmark in the shape of a crescent moon with two small spots next to it.

»Fancy a serenade?«

Flip came into the living room in a good mood.

Flip was wearing a black hoodie with black sweatpants and thick socks. His blond-brown-streaked hair was shoulder length, still damp from the shower, and fell in strands across his face. He carried his acoustic guitar with him and sat down opposite Jacy in the armchair by the fireplace.

»Sure! From you, always.«

Jacy grinned at him. Flip strummed the guitar briefly and tuned the strings before striking a familiar chord and winking at her.

»I've never known a girl like you before Now

just like in a song from days of yore

Here you come knocking, knocking on my door

Well, I've never met a girl like you before…«

Jacy had to laugh. Flip was a charmer, he had a knack for it.

The local ladies probably fell at his feet...

»Flip, stop flirting, Jacy is immune to your charm!«

Mike had entered the living room, walked over to the couch next to the two of them, and grinned emphatically at Flip, who had to grin broadly while singing, but continued singing undeterred.

»He's just practicing. If he can make Jacy laugh, it'll work with the other girls, too.«

Ben was standing in the kitchen, also wearing loungewear, chopping vegetables for dinner. He had gelled his short light brown hair into a spiky hairstyle.

»Well, it went completely wrong at the après-ski party in Carinthia the other day, and a girl's boyfriend almost smashed his guitar over his head!«

Tim stood at the stove in the kitchen and peeked into the room at the others while tossing something in the pan. Everyone burst out laughing.

»Oh yeah, listen up, there's a song that always works!«

Flip had finished the song, struck the first chords, and played a long and well-known intro.

»Ooooh...«

Jacy grinned broadly and nodded in agreement to the other guys. Everyone recognized the song, and the others agreed with Flip appreciatively. Ben ran over to Flip and bowed exaggeratedly before him, then disappeared back into the kitchen laughing. Flip began singing again, staring straight ahead without changing his expression.

»So close, no matter how far

Couldn't be much more from the heart

Forever trusting who we are

And nothing else matters…«

Jacy looked away and gazed back into the fire. Fire held a fascination for her that she couldn't explain. She could have sat there for hours, lost in her thoughts. She reflected on the experiences of the past few weeks.

These were now her last days in the Alps for the time being; she would be away again for a long time. She had been coming here every year for a few weeks in winter since she learned to snowboard and enjoyed the cold and rugged mountain landscape, mostly in the middle of nature. Jacy loved freeriding in fresh powder - she now avoided the crowded tourist slopes and only went out with the boys.

This winter, she had also taken part in winter canyoning again, ice climbing, and bobsledding. She had even gone bobsledding with a former world champion she had met at a mountain hut, who was now a lodge owner himself, simply because he enjoyed it.

Jacy had built a successful career over the
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